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This research attempts to describe the material culture of the Gaelic labouring
classes living in western Ulster in the Late Medieval period. The research
combines ethnohistorical contextual and technical scientific analysis of ‘chance’
finds discovered in the region’s bogs. Technical analysis dates fifteen museum
objects, characterises the materials from which they were made, and explores
their cultural significance. Absolute dating indicates that one third of the 15
objects analysed relate to the Gaelic lordships of late medieval western Ulster,
with the remainder reflecting aspects of Iron Age and Post-Medieval material
culture and related cultural pracrices. Contextual analysis of the later medieval
objects and their find locations provides new insights into Gaelic Irish culture
and landscape interactions in this period and place. In addition, the research
explores the trajectory of indigenous materiality in western Ulster beyond the
Late Medieval period. To this end, the thesis examines the relationship between
Late Medieval indigenous materiality, and the folk material culture that emerges
in western Ulster in the Modern period.
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Glossary
*airchinneach

a hereditary church tenant responsible for dispensing
hospitality, up-keeping a church and stewarding church
land

AMS (Accelerator
Mass Spectrometry)
C14 Dating

a sensitive analytical technique used to measure the
amount of radiocarbon in a sample by directly counting
the radiocarbon atoms. The ratio of the carbon
isotopes in a sample can be analysed to calculate the
age of the animal or plant from which it was derived

*baile biataigh

a food-provider’s estate

*baile bó

cow land, townland, also known as tate and poll in
Ulster

*buaile

a seasonally occupied building connected with cattle
herding

*caiseal

a strong, stone-built enclosure (anglicised cashel)

*caoraigheacht

a herd of livestock including its keepers

coití

Irish ‘dug-out’ log boats

*crannóg
(pl.crannóga)

a natural or artificial island in a lake shallow

*cretach
currach

rib of a house roof. In the later medieval period used to
describe a house with portable crucks.
an Irish boat with a wooden frame, over which animal
skins or hides were once stretched, though now
canvas is more usual

EDX (Energy
Dispersive X-Ray)
Spectroscopy

an analytical technique in which X-rays, generated by
bombarding a sample with electrons, are used for
elemental analysis or chemical characterization

FTIR (Fourier
Transform Infrared)
spectroscopy

a technique used to obtain an infrared spectrum of
absorption or emission for a sample which can be
analysed to characterize its chemical composition

*gallóglach
(pl. gallóglaigh)

Scottish mercenaries who fought as heavy armed foot
soldiers in Ireland

*lucht tighe

mensal lands set aside for the provision of the chief’s
household and occupied by service families

Multispectral
Imaging

a collective term for a range of imaging techniques
which capture image data within specific wavelengths,
including those outside of the human visual range e.g.
ultraviolet and infrared

*rath (pl. rathanna)

an earthen enclosing bank and ditch, the space
enclosed and the house within

SEM (Scanning
Electron
Microscope)

a microscope that produces images by detecting the
interaction of a scanning focused beam of electrons
with the sample surface

ZooArchaeology
Mass Spectrometry
(ZooMS)

an analytical technique for protein identification in
which the unknown protein of interest is first cleaved
into smaller peptides, whose absolute masses can be
accurately measured and compared with those of
known proteins

* terminological descriptions from (FitzPatrick 2018b:344-346)

1. Introduction
This research aims to explore and describe the ‘popular’ material culture of the
Gaelic Irish population living in western Ulster in the Late Medieval period. For
the purposes of this research, the late Medieval period refers to the four
centuries from 1200-1600 A.D. The research area of western Ulster (discussed
in more detail is section 3.3) comprises present day counties Donegal, Derry,
Fermanagh, and Tyrone. Despite a growing academic interest in Medieval
Gaelic Ulster, many basic questions remain about the life-ways of the non-elite
component of Gaelic society in this period and place (Horning 2012: 174;
Horning 2018: 26). This is particularly true for those at the bottom of the social
ladder; the non-landholding, rural dwelling, food producing classes considered
to make up the largest proportion of the Gaelic population at this time (Farrell
2014: 75) (Fig.1).

Fig. 1. Model of the four classes in Late Medieval Ulster after Farrell 2014:76

As Gaelic Irish historical documents of this period are heavily aristocratic in
nature (Simms 2000: 127; Watt 2008: 314), much of what is known about the
Gaelic labouring classes is based on accounts written by English administrators
and other curious visitors to Ireland in the Late Medieval and Early Modern
periods (Cunningham 1986: 148; Watt 2008: 317, 318; Simms 2009: 10, 11;
Frame 2018: 528). In some respects, historians have come to know the Gaelic
Irish labouring classes through the lens of often hostile or disparaging others.
The historian Gerard Farrell has recently explored how an over-reliance on
English historical sources relating to the Late Medieval and Early Modern period

in Ulster, has contributed to an “unconscious tendency to… ‘face-west’ toward
the colony from the perspective of the invader” (Farrell 2017: 8), when
describing the indigenous Gaelic culture of this region. Professor Audrey
Horning has noted that much historical scholarship of this period has, out of
necessity, been presented from the perspective of an outside observer, and has
written of the critical value of working toward an ‘emic’ understanding of Gaelic
Irish culture. Emic interpretive frameworks are informed by concepts of cultural
relativism, and seek to understand “the practices and behaviours and
understandings of a group of people from their inside perspective, on their
terms, utilising their own concepts and understanding” (Horning 2018: 3). Such
culturally relative interpretation of Gaelic life-ways in Ulster is to be welcomed,
but the absence of Gaelic Irish historical accounts relating to the labouring
classes of this period remains a significant barrier to the development of a truly
‘emic’ understanding of this social group.
While members of the Gaelic labouring classes may not have formally written
their own histories, they never-the-less left behind physical evidence of their
lives in the material culture that they made and used. Where such objects
survive, they can be considered to “reflect, consciously or unconsciously,
directly or indirectly, the beliefs of individuals who made… or used them, and by
extension the beliefs of the larger society to which they belonged” (Prown 1982:
1,2). The archaeological analysis of such extant material culture holds promise
for the development of an emic understanding of Gaelic society, but the
interpretive potential of many such objects has not been fully realised. It is
argued in this introductory chapter that a combined legacy of British colonialism
and cultural nationalism in Ireland has negatively impacted archaeological
interpretations of the Gaelic labouring classes in Late Medieval Ulster.
Archaeology in Ireland has its roots in seventeenth century antiquarianism,
when the free time, resources, and land access enjoyed by members of the
Anglo-Irish elite provided a platform for pseudo-archaeological exploration of
the Irish landscape (Orser 2012: 201, 202). The Anglo-Irish elite were, until the
early nineteenth century, predominantly Protestant (Anglican) and British in
outlook (Sawyer 2011: 435), and are credited with having replaced a prior
Gaelic cultural patronage with an English facing, although distinctly Irish form of

‘high’ culture (Hand 2012: 26). Artifactual interpretations of this period have
been described as seeking to legitimate the power and privilege of the
aristocracy, and to justify historical events that served such interest (McGuire
and Walker 1999: 162; Nicholas and Hollowell 2016: 60). A primitive positioning
of indigenous Irish culture in antiquarian interpretations of this period can be
considered to have ‘supported the desires, wishes, and goals of the ruling
[British] power’ in Ireland at this time (Orser 2012: 201, 202).
‘Hoards of antiquities’ are reported as having been unearthed in the period after
the seventeenth century, as archaeological remains were disturbed by
antiquarian collectors, and by financially incentivised members of the labouring
classes working in fields and bogs (Smith 1999: 161, 162, 167). The fate of the
artefacts recovered from such sites in Ulster varied wildly, with the Ordnance
Survey memoirs noting that objects were ‘scarcely found until they are again
lost to the country, either by itinerant ragmen who collect the brazen
instruments to sell as old brass, or by the collectors for public and private
cabinets, but chiefly for the Belfast museum’ (Day et al. 1993: 69) cited in
(Smith 1999: 162). While many high value items are considered to have been
destroyed at the hands of metal smiths or jewellers, other items found their way
into the hands of agents, collectors, and eventually to museums. Information
relating to the find context of objects was often obscured in the transactions with
collectors or their agents, as many finders were keen to avoid the attention of
the landholders on which such antiquities were uncovered (Smith 1999: 163).
Issues of poor provenance and poor archaeological context have restricted the
subsequent interpretive potential of many such objects.
Over time, antiquarianism was superseded by a historically driven approach to
Irish archaeology, and the growth of European Enlightenment-inspired learned
societies in the nineteenth-century led to a change in attitudes towards material
remains (Smith 1999: 168). While learned societies in Ireland were not overtly
opposed to working class membership, members were overwhelmingly formed
from the middle and upper classes of society (Bourke 2011: 35, 58-62; Sawyer
2011: 435, 442; Hand 2012: 26). Such class distinction in early nineteenthcentury Ireland reflected historical ethnic divisions in society arising in part from
the exclusion of Catholics and Protestant dissenters from attending further

education, and from holding public office or other ‘professional’ positions in
Ireland in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Donnelly 2004: 121;
Bourke 2011: 149, 150). As such, archaeological interpretations by members of
Ireland’s learned societies in the early nineteenth century continued to reflect
the cultural position of the Anglo-Irish aristocracy to the exclusion of what might
be considered an indigenous Gaelic voice.
The early nineteenth century is also noted as a point at which the distribution of
cultural and political power amongst the Anglo-Irish aristocracy began to shift.
The decades following the Act of Union of 1800 saw many of the seventeenth
and eighteenth century legal and civil restrictions on Roman Catholics in Ireland
reduced or removed, and the development of a sense of Irish patriotism
amongst the Anglo-Irish aristocracy (Hand 2012: 33). The emergence of Irish
nationalist minded members of the Anglo-Irish aristocracy in the first half of the
nineteenth century, corresponded with the European Romantic period; an
artistic and literary movement with a focus on emotion, the glorification of the
Medieval past, and the celebration of the natural world (Morrow 2011: 39).
These ideas were influential amongst the Anglo-Irish aristocracy of the period,
many of whom were members of learned societies in Ireland’s larger cities. As
such, an increasingly romantic sentiment can be traced in archaeological
interpretations from the early nineteenth century onward, with collectors
associating Medieval and Prehistoric archaeological objects with a perceived
‘archaic exoticism’ (Bell 1998: 100). While the glorification of the Medieval past
by members of the Anglo-Irish aristocracy can perhaps be seen as a positive
development, the cultural exoticisation implicit in romantic readings of the past
is considered in this research to have distorted otherwise pragmatic
interpretations of Medieval Gaelic culture in Ireland.
The transition in the nineteenth century from antiquarianism to more clearly
defined areas of study in archaeology and history brought clarity to the temporal
scope for each of these fields. With the time period for the study of Irish history
established, seemingly logically, as beginning in the period when history was
first recorded in Ireland during the course of the fifth century A.D. (Orser 1997: 3;
Orser 2012: 205), archaeology in Ireland developed into a field of study with a
focus primarily on the Prehistoric period (Orser 1997: 3,4). It was only in the

1930s, almost a decade after the partition of Ireland, that archaeologists came
to include the study of the Medieval period, with the temporal scope for
archaeology in the Irish Republic extended to include all periods before 1700
(Orser 1997: 3,4). While the study of the Medieval period was now officially
within the scope of archaeology, in practice, Irish nationalist-driven, postcolonial approaches to nation building in the newly formed Irish Republic,
placed a strong emphasis on the study of what was considered to be Ireland’s
‘pre-colonial’ past (O'Conor 1998: 9,10; Orser 2012: 202).
Orser (Orser 2012: 205,206) has noted that the ‘archaeology of the Medieval
past raised the issue of how much Englishness should be tolerated in the Irish
Republic’. The answer, at least initially it seems, was not very much at all, as
significantly more focus was placed on research relating to Ireland’s Prehistoric
and Early Medieval past, with the period after the arrival of the Anglo-Normans
in the twelfth century receiving little archaeological attention in the Republic of
Ireland until the later decades of the twentieth century (O'Conor 1998: 9,10;
Duffy et al. 2001: 21-73; Donnelly and Horning 2002: 557). The fiery
combination of politics and culture in the newly formed Irish state is described
as having ‘deeply affected the practice of archaeology’, contributing to ‘a hazy
sentimentalism for what has been lauded as “The Golden Age of Saints and
Scholars”’ in the Early Medieval

period (Boyle 2004: 85,86). The focus on

Ireland’s high cultural achievements in this period is further critiqued by Boyle
(2004: 86) as having marginalised and obscured the lives of the poorest
members of these societies in the Medieval archaeological record. Orser (1997:
6) has noted that nationalist tendencies in Irish archaeology tend to overlook the
lower classes because they do not conform to the ‘mythological’ and ‘heroic’
identities that early twentieth century Irish nationalism sought to promote.
Perhaps more significantly however, in choosing to avoid a perceived AngloNorman archaeology of the Late Medieval period, the cultural nation builders of
the newly formed Irish Republic can be considered to have overlooked the
significance of indigenous materiality in twentieth century constructions of Irish
national identity.
In Northern Ireland, the archaeology of the Medieval period was approached
from a different perspective. E. Estyn Evans has described Ulster as ‘an almost

forgotten province administered from Dublin’ in the period before the 1920s,
with a ‘prevailing apathy’ shown toward the region’s archaeology (Evans 1968:
3). As Northern Ireland remained under British administration after the partition
of Ireland, and had a politically Unionist majority, the region’s cultural roadmap
sought to promote British identity in the post-partition period (Orser 2012: 204,
205). In line with the development of medieval archaeology in mainland Britain,
the study of the later Medieval period was established earlier in Northern Ireland
than it was in the Irish Republic (O'Conor 1998: 10). Some archaeological
interpretations in this period are noted as having been politically motivated, with
work coloured by the Unionist politics of some scholars, contributing to
interpretations of the Gaelic world as backward and archaic by comparison to
that of their Anglo-Norman neighbours (O'Conor 1998: 11, 12; Horning 2012:
174, 175). In addition, Northern Irish archaeological studies in the 1950s and
1960s focussed almost exclusively on the remains of Anglo-Norman and Gaelic
standing masonry (Donnelly and Horning 2002: 557), largely to the exclusion of
the remains of indigenous settlement forms such as crannóga and rathanna
(O'Conor 1998: 10; Horning 2012: 174, 175), and the region’s seemingly empty
‘marginal’ landscapes. Approaches which focus only on what is most visible or
interesting to contemporary excavators have been critiqued as contributing to
culturally biased interpretations of past land use and occupation (Wobst 2010:
16-19). Such bias is considered in this research to have restricted the scope of
excavations and interpretations of Gaelic settlement and land use in Late
Medieval Ulster. Archaeological evidence for the non-elite component of
Medieval Gaelic society is relatively rare in this region, as it is in other parts of
Ireland, and it has been described as “curious, if not perverse, that the native
Gaelic population should be largely invisible in the archaeological record…
except when its highest social levels manifest themselves in the patronage of
churches and… tower-houses” (O'Keeffe 1996: 143).
The redefinition of archaeological temporal scope in 1930s Ireland to include all
periods before 1700, also raised the question of who was responsible for
interpreting the material remains of the period that followed. In the first half of
the twentieth century, academics who explored these later centuries, scholars
such as E. Estyn Evans and A.T. Lucas, were described as ‘folklorists’ or
‘students of folklife’, despite employing similar methodologies to those of

Medieval Irish archaeologists (Orser 1997: 4). As with the Late Medieval period,
there was a reluctance amongst archaeologists in the early twentieth century,
post-colonial Irish Republic to archaeologically explore a period associated with
British rule, and with the dispossession and impoverishment of the Irish Catholic
population. In the North of Ireland, the period after 1600 was considered
politically sensitive, as traumatic events of the Early Modern period remained
associated in popular memory with the ongoing sectarian divisions in the region
(Horning 2007a: 109). Such concerns became increasingly acute with the onset
of the Northern Irish ‘Troubles’ in 1968. In both the North and South of Ireland
then, the post-Medieval period is considered to have been avoided by
archaeologists, not because it was uninteresting, or amply covered by historical
research, but because it was simply too close to the political realities of
contemporary society (Horning 2018: 25,26). Writing on ‘historical archaeology’
in Ireland, a term which reflects the author’s North American archaeological
training, Orser writes ‘while we may wish to know about the past, we may really
only wish to know about a remote past, a past that can inspire us but cannot
make us question our own history and condition’ (Orser 1997: 5).
It is perhaps no coincidence that the establishment of the all-island Irish PostMedieval Archaeological Group (IPMAG) in 1999 closely followed the end of the
Northern Ireland conflict. Much of the research and excavation carried out by
members of IPMAG relating to the province of Ulster has sought to explore and
interpret cultural interactions between the Gaelic Irish indigenous population
and the English and Scottish settlers who first arrived in the region in the
seventeenth century. Wary of ongoing sectarian tensions running alongside the
fragile peace process of the early twenty-first century, Professor Audrey
Horning has been one of the leading advocates for the development of a
‘theoretically informed yet responsible and publicly engaged’ archaeology for
Northern Ireland (Horning 2006: 190), that ‘provides a mechanism for
overcoming community division’ (Horning 2013a: 22). As part of this process,
Horning’s research has sought to challenge concepts of colonialism and
nationalism that ‘pervade and structure identity’ in contemporary Ireland north
and south (Horning 2007a: 125). In so doing, the work of Horning and other
IPMAG members has stressed the ambiguity of post-Medieval cultural
encounters in Ulster, and has sought to challenge notions of ‘essentialist’

colonised and coloniser identities in this period (Horning 2007a: 109). While the
peace building goals of this approach are understandable, it has recently been
critiqued (Farrell 2017: 286-290) as suffering from many of the problems of so
called ‘value free’ history writing in early twentieth century Ireland (Brady 1994:
10, 11); namely the omission or avoidance of the ‘catastrophic’ and violently
traumatic events that brought about the establishment of the Protestant
Ascendancy in Ireland. Farrell (Farrell 2017: 288) writes, ‘…trying too eagerly to
see accommodation between native and colonist… is potentially just as
misleading as earlier generations’ eagerness to perceive intractable divisions
between the two…’, and concludes that recognising the strained relations
between natives and newcomers in the Ulster Plantation may be more
conducive to inter-communal understanding in the longer term (Farrell 2017:
289).
Recent decades have seen a global rise in ‘indigenous’ archaeology, as part of
a process which seeks to confront legacies of cultural inequality associated with
colonisation

and

empire

(Horning

2007a:

109).

Anthropologists

and

ethnographers working in North America, for example, have sought to
overcome colonial bias in interpretations of Native American culture through the
adaption of an ‘ethnohistory’ approach which “privileges, alongside written
sources, archaeological remains, oral history, language, and personal and place
names” (Farrell 2017: 12, 13). It has been argued that applying such an
approach to the archaeology of Ulster is less ‘black and white’, than in more
clearly colonised parts of the world such as Australia and North America
(Horning 2007a: 109). If we ‘zoom out’ however, from the ambiguities of the
lived experience of natives and settlers in post-Medieval Ulster, as expressed in
the work of some IPMAG scholars, indigenous archaeological approaches may
have a role to play in addressing a longer-term legacy of British empire in
indigenous Irish cultural narratives. This legacy includes the seventeenth and
eighteenth century transfer of landownership and access rights from native to
settler hands, the establishment of an economically and culturally dominant
non-native aristocracy and middle class, and the establishment in law of policies
designed to maintain the political and cultural hegemony of the Protestant
Ascendancy in Ireland through the suppression of the native population.

While formally excavated artifactual finds for Medieval Ulster are relatively
uncommon, a large body of objects of possible Medieval origin have been found
in the region’s bogs, including some discovered through antiquarian-driven
collecting activities. These objects, many of which were uncovered by nonspecialists during turf cutting activities over more than two centuries, have found
their way from private collections into regional and national museums in
Northern Ireland and the Irish Republic. As noted previously, issues of poor
provenance and archaeological context for ‘chance finds’ have restricted
confident interpretation of such objects as belonging to a particular time period
or cultural group. Comparative stylistic dating of artefacts discovered in this
manner is typically vague, and in many cases the method of production and
function of the objects have been only fleetingly assessed in the period
immediately after discovery. While poor archaeological context has restricted
the research potential for such chance finds in past, technical scientific analysis
presents an opportunity to overcome the challenge of poor context, and to add
new interpretive value to these objects. Such activities fall under the umbrella of
‘heritage science’, a term which describes “all technological and scientific work
that can benefit the heritage sector, whether through improved management
decisions, enhanced understanding of significance and cultural value, or
increased public engagement” (Williams 2009: 5). The research aims and
objectives below describe how a combined heritage science and ethnohistoric
research methodology has been applied to add new interpretive value to fifteen
museum objects; chance finds from Ulster’s bogs, which form the basis of this
research.
1.1 Aims
This research aims to describe the material culture of the Gaelic labouring
classes living in western Ulster in the Late Medieval period. The research seeks
to address a significant gap in the current understanding of this culture, period,
and place, by employing a multidisciplinary approach which combines
ethnohistorical and heritage science research methodologies. The research
aims to address a colonial legacy in historical, archaeological, and cultural
interpretations of the Gaelic past, and to explore the cultural trajectory of
indigenous materially in Ulster in the Modern period. The research findings and

digital heritage assets developed in the course of the research will be collated to
serve as a contemporary cultural resource.
1.2 Objectives
1. Complete a review of key published secondary sources relating to the
material culture of Late Medieval Ulster, and the archaeology of this period.
Establish criteria for the types of material goods likely to have been used by
the Gaelic labouring classes in this period and place.
2. Carry out museum collection surveys in national and regional museums in
Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland to identify five potentially Late
Medieval object types with find locations in western Ulster. The object types
will be selected based on the criteria established from the prior contextual
historical research.
3. Complete contextual research to examine the existing dating evidence for
each of the five object types, examine the evidence relating to how each
object type was made and used, and trace the trajectory of indigenous
cultural expression beyond the Medieval period. Examine the historical
significance of the find location for three examples of each object type
through archeological and historic place-name research.
4. Complete enhanced documentation and technical analysis for three
examples of each of the five object types. Document historical evidence of
manufacture and use, screen the objects for post-collection contamination,
and produce digital heritage assets for each object. Characterise the
materials and processes employed in the object manufacture, and complete
absolute dating for each object.
5. Develop a project website for the purposes of collating and disseminating
research findings within the research period.
6. Combine the data from the ethnohistorical research and technical analysis
to produce a report for each of the five object types.

2.Research Methodology
This chapter describes the methodology employed to achieve the research aims
stated in section 1.1. The chapter is arranged into sections which described the
methodology for each of the research objectives outlined is section 1.2. While
each of the objectives are presented as discreet processes, the research
project timeline was often multi-linear, with research activities for individual
objectives either overlapping, or running in tandem.
2.1 Objective 1: Contextual Historical Research
Contextual historical research was carried out to understand the material
conditions commonly experienced by the population of Late Medieval western
Ulster. While this research made occasional use of primary source material,
much of the contextual research is based on analysis of life in Late Medieval
Ireland carried out by well-established historians, archaeologists, historical
geographers, and ethnologists. Like all academics working on Gaelic Irish
culture in this period, these researchers have drawn on a body of historical
documentation and interpreted extant landscape features in which the histories
of the Gaelic elite are commonly privileged over those of the labouring classes.
In order to make use of the work of these academics, this research has sought
to interpret how the actions of the Gaelic elite classes were reflected amongst
the wider population of western Ulster. While the relationship between elite and
labouring class activities is neither consistent nor predictable, some broad
patterns were elicited to inform the material context for the labouring classes in
Gaelic Ulster. The historical contextual research explored the following four
themes:
• Landscape, Social Organisation, and Political Administration
• Settlement and Landholding
• Movement and Subsistence
• Trade and Raw Materials
A broad base of contextual research was established in the first year of study in
preparation for the museum collection surveys described in section 2.2.
Additions and adjustments were made to the contextual research as new

publications became available over the course of the research period.

The

findings of the four research themes are discussed in detail in chapters 3-6. The
conclusions from the contextual research, presented in chapter 7, form the
basis of the object selection criteria employed in the museum surveys described
in section 2.2.
2.2 Objective 2: Museum Survey and Object Selection
A series of collection surveys were carried out in 2016 in national museum
collections in Northern Ireland and the Irish Republic, to identify objects of
potential Gaelic Irish origin from find locations in western Ulster. The surveys
focused specifically on identification of objects from the counties of Donegal,
Derry, Fermanagh, and Tyrone that make up much of the territory of the former
Ó Néill and Ó Domhnaill Medieval Gaelic overlordships of western Ulster. In
addition to surveys of archaeological collections, the folk collections of the
National Museum of Ireland (NMI) and National Museums Northern Ireland
(NMNI) were surveyed to investigate the possibility that some Medieval objects
had been incorrectly interpreted as belonging to later centuries, and to examine
the evidence for indigenous material cultural continuity beyond the Medieval
period.
The Northern Irish museum collections included in the study were the Ulster
Museum, Belfast, the Ulster Folk Museum, Cultra, the Ulster American Folk
Park, Omagh, and the Armagh County Museum. The Armagh County Museum
was until recently part of the NMNI museum group, but is now managed by
Armagh City, Banbridge and Craigavon district council, and was included in the
survey as the museum houses a rich collection of Medieval period Irish
artefacts. The collections surveyed in the Irish Republic were those of the
National Museum of Ireland Archaeology, Dublin, and the Museum of Country
Life, Castlebar. Objects of interest were identified in collaboration with museum
staff through the examination of respective electronic collections management
software, and were selected for investigation based on the object criteria
reported in chapter 7. Each survey recorded written information about individual
objects of interest including dimensions, materials and construction, provenance,
and information relating to condition, post-collection conservation treatment,
and suitability for future sample collection and analysis. Objects were

photographically documented following museum conservation documentation
standards described in section 2.4. 130 objects were examined and
documented over the course of the collection surveys, and a total of 1080
photographic images were collected of these objects. The survey data are
presented in appendix 1: 335-374.
On completion of the surveys, the survey data was interrogated to look for
patterns of repetition in the material record. From the 130 objects documented
across all museums, five distinct object types emerged with three or more
examples of each type. The five object types are:
• Iron shod wooden spades
• Large wooden trays described in some museum notes as ‘lossets’
• Deep wooden bowls or troughs, each carved from a single piece of wood
• Carved wooden ‘scoops’ each with a short projecting handle
• Leather footwear of one-piece construction
Three examples of each object type were selected for further study and are
explored in detail in the object chapters 9-13 that follow. The three examples of
each object type were selected from the larger typological groups based on a
combination of completeness and accuracy of provenance, condition (including
potential post-collection conservation treatment), and suitability for potential
sample collection and technical analysis.
2.3 Objective 3: Object-based Contextual Research
This section describes the methodology for the typological and individual object
focused contextual research completed for the fifteen objects identified in the
museum surveys. Much of the research described in the following section was
carried out in tandem with the enhanced documentation and technical analysis
described in section 2.4.
2.3.1 Object-specific Ethnohistorical Research

Ethnohistorical research was carried out to locate the five object types identified
in the museum surveys within the historical and cultural record. This research
combined information derived from historical, archaeological, ethnographic, and
folklife academic literature to review the existing body of knowledge for each
object type. In addition to collating existing dating evidence for each type, the
research explored the evidence for typological terminology and distribution, and
for object manufacture and use in both Irish and wider European contexts. More
detailed research was completed to expand on the provenance recorded for
each object in the museum documentation. The findings of the object and
typological ethnohistorical research are presented in the object reports that form
chapters 9-13 of this thesis.
2.3.2 Post-Medieval Object Use
This component of the research examined the extent to which post-Medieval
material traditions continued to be expressed in the Modern period. This
component also sought to understand the cultural trajectory of each of the five
object types in the post- medieval period, and to understand how cultural and
environmental change impacted ‘traditional’ material expression. The research
reviewed the historical, archaeological, ethnographic, and folklife academic
literature for evidence for post-Medieval manufacture and use of the object
types included in the research. Additional evidence of post-Medieval cultural
continuity was derived from the Ordnance Survey Memoirs, and from the
records of the Irish Folklore Commission. The findings of this ethnohistorical
research are presented in the object reports that form chapters 9-13 of this
thesis
A second strand of this research component employed historical contextual
research to examine the impact of changing cultural and socio-political
conditions on indigenous material expression in post-Medieval Ulster. This
component of the research specifically examines the impact of the
commodification of land, the growth of a market economy, and the decline of
the Gaelic administration in Ulster, in relation to material cultural expression.
This research is reported in chapter 8, and informs the conclusions of the object
reports in chapters 9-13.

2.3.4 Find Location Research
With the exception of a wooden spade recovered from a river bed on the border
between counties Tyrone and Derry, the objects selected for further analysis
were recovered from wetland ‘bog’ sites in western Ulster. The find location for
each of the objects included in the study is shown in figure 2. Research was
carried out to contextualise the find locations for the fifteen objects under study.
The research examined evidence of historical occupation and use for the
townland in which each object was found, and investigated the significance of
prominent environmental and historical built heritage features in the surrounding
landscape. The research combined previous historical contextual findings with
information derived from archaeological literature and electronic data services,
historical mapping, Irish place name interpretations, and the Irish Ordnance
Survey Memoirs, to interpret the object find locations in relation to the results of
the radiocarbon dating and other technical analyses. The findings of the
landscape driven research are reported in chapters 9-13 of this thesis.

Fig. 2. Find location for research objects

2.4 Objective 4: Technical Analysis
The fifteen objects identified in the original survey were technically analysed to
answer the following questions:
• What is the object made from?
• How was the object manufactured and used?
• Is the object contaminated as a result of post-collection preservation
treatment?
• When was the object made and used?
The leather and wooden objects were analysed as outlined in the flow diagrams
shown in figure 3. The ‘whole object’ documentation and analyses described
are non-destructive, while those carried out on discrete samples move from
non-destructive to eventual destructive radiocarbon dating analysis. For discrete
samples, the methodological flow was designed to maximise the extraction of
information from valued object samples prior to destructive analysis. The
complete results of the technical analyses are recorded in the 15 object
technical reports in appendices 5-19.
2.4.1 In Situ Analyses
Visible Light Photography
Visible light photography was carried out to record the condition of each object,
and to document evidence of how each object was made and used. Visible light
photography was carried out following conservation documentation standards
as outlined in the American Institute of Conservation (AIC) Guide to
Photography and Conservation Documentation (Frey et al. 2011). A Sony Alpha
NEX-6 16.1 MP digital camera with 16-50mm f/3.5-5.6 Zoom Lens and
Voliomart softbox lighting kit was used throughout the documentation process,
and a Tiffen brand combined colour control patch and scale bar were included
in all documentation images. Images were simultaneously collected as RAW
and JPEG files, and were exported to TIFF format for archival storage. A
minimum of 6 images were collected for each object corresponding to front,

back, top, bottom, proper right and proper left object aspects. Additional object
detail images were collected as
Fig. 3 Flow diagrams showing technical analytical process for leather and wooden
objects

necessary. Images files were labeled using the following attribution: Object
number_image number.file type e.g. 1.1945_001.TIFF. All visible light
photography images are included in the respective object technical reports
(appendices 5-19) and in the digital files that accompany this thesis. The host
museums for each object retain copyright for the respective object
documentation images (including the UVIVF, RIR, and SfM Photogrammetry
images described below). All object images were presented to their respective
host museums for inclusion in institutional object records as appropriate.
UV Induced Visible Fluorescence (UVIVF) Photography
UVIVF photography was carried out to identify potential evidence of original
manufacture, use, and repair of objects, and to highlight the presence of postcollection preservation related repairs, coatings, residues, and adhesives.
UVIVF photography was carried out following guidelines in (Cosentino 2015:
54-57). Objects were first examined using a 365nm UV light source to
determine the presence or absence of UV fluorescent residues, and only those
objects exhibiting fluorescence were photographed. A Sony Alpha NEX-6 16.1
MP digital camera with Sigma 30mm f/1.4-16 prime lens was used to collect the
UVIVF images. Images were collected in a darkened room with the subject
illuminated using a 365nm UV fluorescent tube in an adapted non-fluorescent
support. While some visible violet light was emitted from the unfiltered UV
fluorescent tube, this was considered acceptable for the purpose of qualitatively
recording UV fluorescence. For each image capture, the camera was focused
on the subject in
visible light and the focus locked. The visible light source was then switched off,
and the UV source switched on, after which a 30 second exposure was
captured as a RAW file. The RGB input levels for each image were adjusted
using Adobe Photoshop CS6 version 13.0 to enhance the fluorescence visibility.
In each case, the RGB black tone value was increased from 0 to 6, the gamma
level from 1 to 2, and the white tone value was not adjusted. Adjusted image
files were exported to TIFF format. Images files were labeled using the following
attribution:

UV_Object

number_image

number.file

type

e.g.

UV_1.1945_001.TIFF. Pertinent UVIVF images are included in the respective

object technical reports (appendices 5-19), and all images can be accessed in
electronic format on the attached USB key.

Reflected Infrared (RIR) Photography
Infrared photography was carried out to highlight original or post collection
markings which might inform how the object was made, used, or repaired.
Reflected Infrared photography was carried out following guidelines in
(Cosentino 2016: 1-4). An adapted Nikon D90 camera (IR filter removed from
the CMOS sensor) with AF-S DX 18-105mm f/3.5-5.6 zoom lens fitted with a
Schott RG830 IR cut-out filter was used to capture RIR images in the range
from 830-1000 nm. The subject was illuminated using two halogen lamps, one
on each side of the object angled at approximately 35º-45º. The resulting RAW
images were desaturated using Adobe Photoshop CS6 version 13.0 to render
the images in B/W and exported as TIFF files. Image files were labeled using
the following attribution: IR_Object number_image number.file type e.g.
IR_1.1945_001.TIFF. Pertinent RIR images are included in the respective
object technical reports (appendices 5-19) and all images can be accessed in
electronic format on the attached USB key.
Structure from Motion (SfM) Photogrammetry
Photogrammetry capture was carried out following SfM Photogrammetry
camera and lighting setup guidelines on the Cultural Heritage Imaging website
(CHI 2019: Structure from Motion). The subject was illuminated using a
Voliomart softbox diffuse lighting kit, and the images were captured in RAW
format using a Sony Alpha NEX-6 16.1 MP digital camera with Sigma 30mm
f/1.4-16 prime lens. In each case the object was placed on a turntable with the
camera positioned on a tripod at a distance relative to to the object size so that
the entire object was included in the frame. A consistent aperture setting ≥ f11
was maintained for each image set using the cameras aperture priority setting.
One image was collected for each 20º rotation of the turntable, and a complete
360º rotation was captured at 10º, 40º, and 75º angle to the horizontal position.
The object was then placed upside down on the turntable and the process
repeated. A number of objects included in the study were broken into two or
more pieces, and in these cases the capture process described above was
repeated for each piece of the object.

Following image capture, the RAW image set for each object was converted to
TIFF format and the Alpha channel for each individual TIFF image background
was manually masked using Adobe Photoshop CS6 version 13.0. The masked
images were imported into Agisoft Photoscan Professional Edition for Mac
Version 1.0.3. and were processed to create 3-Dimensional models in psz
format. Some manual adjustments were made to clean up sparse cloud models
prior to the dense cloud processing stage. The finished models were decimated
and exported to a project account on the Sketchfab 3D model hosting service.
For objects with two or more component pieces, each model was decimated
and imported into Blender version 2.1 for Mac where the component pieces
were virtually combined and uploaded to the Sketchfab project account. The
SfM photogrammetric models are accessible through the project website
(www.gaelicrecovery.com) discussed in more detail in section 2.5. Individual
model URLs are noted in appendix 20: 734. The model data and the images
from which the models are derived can be accessed in electronic format on the
attached USB key.
2.4.2 Discrete Sample Analysis
All of the discrete sample analysis and results processing described below was
carried out within the School of Archaeological and Forensic Sciences, and the
Centre for Chemical and Biological Analysis at the University of Bradford unless
stated otherwise.
Object Sampling Protocols
Following submission of a detailed work proposal to each of the project
stakeholders, approval was obtained from the host museums to carry out
destructive analysis on small samples from the fifteen objects selected for
further analysis, and a sample of ≤100mg was collected from each of the
objects. The sampling location was based on sampling guidelines in
(Ostapkowicz et al. 2012: 2239), and in each case was a careful compromise
between minimising the visual impact on the object, and collecting the sample
from an area that would facilitate meaningful technical analysis. For example,
while wood samples were primarily targeted from areas of existing damage or

from otherwise visually less disruptive areas, the sampling protocol also sought
to target the ‘latest’ growth wood in the object when this was possible, for the
purposes of accurate radiocarbon dating. Samples were mechanically removed
from objects using a scalpel, and the sample material weighed on a piece of
aluminium foil on a digital balance before being transferred to a glass vial. In
order to avoid issues of cross contamination between samples, a fresh piece of
foil was used to collect each sample, and the scalpel blade was either cleaned
with acetone or replaced between each sample. All sampling was carried out
wearing a lab coat and nitrile gloves. The exact sampling location for each
object was documented with before and after images, and the sampling
locations were added as annotations to the SfM Photogrammetric models noted
in appendix 20: 734.
Fourier Transform Infrared (FT-IR) Screening
Non-destructive FT-IR screening was carried out on each of the object samples
to determine if the material contained contaminants relating to post-collection
preservation treatments. Post-collection contaminants can impact the accuracy
of some types of analyses, but identification and characterisation of such
contaminants can direct sample handling and pre-treatment protocols designed
to mitigate the impact of sample contamination on analytical results. FT-IR
analysis was carried out using a Pekin Elmer Spectrum 100 Spectrometer with
a Universal Diamond Attenuated Total Reflectance (ATR) sampling accessory.
The infrared spectra were recorded using ATR mode in the range of 4000600cm-1. 2 spectra were collected for each sample with 64 scans at a resolution
of 4cm-1. A 64-scan background reading was completed at a resolution of 4cm-1
between each sample. The sample stage and ATR crystal were cleaned with
ethanol on a cotton swab, and allowed sufficient time to dry between each scan.
Post-scan analysis of spectra was carried out using Bruker OPUS 6.5 FT-IR
analytical software. Spectra were characterized through comparison with the
Bruker Complete ATR library (Bruker 2009), the IRUG spectral database (Price
et al. 2007), and a custom British and Irish hardwood spectral library (Mc
Elhinney 2017).

Scanning Electron Microscope (SEM) Analysis
Small sub-samples of the object samples were prepared for analysis using Low
Vacuum SEM. The analyses sought to identify micro-features in the subsamples to aid characterisation of the wood and leather species from which the
respective objects were produced. Each sub-sample was place on a white tile
under a binocular microscope, and a razor blade was used to prepare the wood
sub-samples into transverse, radial, and tangential sections. The leather subsamples were prepared both with the grain layer uppermost, and into transverse
sections. The tile and razor blade were cleaned with ethanol between each
sample preparation, and PPE was worn throughout the sectioning process to
prevent cross contamination. The sectioned sub-samples were fixed to SEM
stubs with adhesive carbon tape but were not coated. Low pressure (0.45 Torr)
Scanning Electron Microscopy was carried out using a FEI Quanta 400
scanning electron microscope, with water vapour introduced into the chamber to
reduce charging effects. Images were produced using both the secondary
electron and backscatter electron detectors, with the SEM operated between
10.0. and 20.0kV, spot size between 3.0 and 6.0, and working distances
between 9 and 12 mm.
Energy Dispersive X-ray Spectroscopy (EDX)
Energy Dispersive X-ray Spectroscopy (EDX) with elemental mapping was
carried out to analyse the elemental composition and distribution within the
object sub-samples. The analysis sought to identify and characterise potential
burial and environmental deposits and post-collection contaminants invisible to
FT-IR spectroscopy, to rule out elements indicative of Modern period leather
manufacture processes (e.g. chromium tanning), and to provide information
about how the objects may have been used in the past. EDX analysis was
completed in tandem with Scanning Electron Microscopy using an Oxford
Instruments

X-SIGHT

detector

and

Oxford

Instruments

INCA

EDX

Microanalysis System. The count rate for sample analyses ranged between
15,000 and 30,000.

Zoological Mass Spectrometry (ZooMS)
As much of the SEM analysis of the leather species sub-samples was
inconclusive, additional sub-samples were sent to the Centre of Excellence in
Mass Spectrometry at the University of York for ZooMS analysis. ZooMS, also
known as Peptide Mass Fingerprinting, analyses peptides in the collagen of
unknown leather samples to produce a mass spectrum. Through comparison
with known leather species collagen mass spectra, the unknown sample can be
characterised. Post-collection contamination of the leather samples identified
through FTIR and EDX analysis was reported to the laboratory at York and
accompanied the sample submission paperwork (appendix 2). Pretreatment of
the leather samples was carried out to mitigate the impact of contamination on
analytical results. The sample preparation and analytical methodology for the
ZooMS analyses can be found in the analytical report (Collins and Spindler
2018) in appendix 2: 377-387
Atomic Mass Spectrometry (AMS) Radiocarbon Dating
A Natural Environment Research Council (NERC) radiocarbon dating grant
application (appendix 3: 389-396) was completed to meet the cost of
radiocarbon dating for the fifteen object samples. The successful grant covered
the cost of sample pre-treatment and AMS radiocarbon dating for sixteen
samples at the Oxford Radiocarbon Accelerator Unit (ORAU), University of
Oxford. Post-collection contamination of the wood and leather samples
identified through FTIR and EDX analysis was reported to the laboratory at
Oxford on the sample submission paperwork (appendix 3: 402-411) and sample
pretreatment was carried out by the lab to mitigate the impact of contamination
on analytical results. The specific pretreatment and AMS methodologies
employed are noted in appendix 3: 413. While some radiocarbon samples were
collected from the outermost xylem layers in the living tree (indicated by the
presence of bark material), a number of samples were collected from xylem
tissue closer to the heartwood of the living trees from which these objects were
made. In these cases, the diameter of the living tree was estimated using the
growth ring orientation visible on the visible transverse plane of each object,
and the widest transverse dimension of each object. As European hardwoods

are considered to increase in circumference by an average of 1.5-2 cms per
year (RFS 2015), and the transverse dimensions of each object were recorded,
an approximation was derived of the additional growth period between the
deposition of the sample xylem, and the felling of the tree from which the object
was produced. Working examples of this process are discussed in more detail
in section 10.2.1, 10.3.1, and 10.3.2.
2.5 Objective 5: Project Website
A project website (www.gaelicrecovery.com) was developed for the purposes of
collating and disseminating research findings both within the research period.
The website format was considered the most convenient and immersive method
to host and share project information and analytical results with other
researchers and external analytical facilities, and to raise public awareness of
the project. The main project research questions and preliminary findings were
made available to the public following the launch of the website in Spring 2017,
and members of the public were encouraged to get in touch with any
information they might have about the five object types included in the research
and/or their associated find locations. At launch, the website included interactive
photogrammetric object models, web links to historical Ordnance Survey
mapping showing the townland in which each object was discovered, and
preliminary technical research findings. A print, radio, and social media
campaign in Summer 2017 sought to raise public awareness of the project and
website amongst members of the public, but despite significantly increasing
website traffic, the number of public responses was limited. Additional object
analysis pages were added to the website as technical research on the objects
was completed. The technical research pages were not publicly available, but
were made available to external analytical facilities to provide access to
information regarding sampling location, wood and leather species identification,
and post-collection sample contamination necessary for ongoing external
sample preparation and analysis. The links to the website analytical page for
each object can be found in appendix 20: 734.
2.6 Objective 6: Object Reports

The results of the ethnohistorical and technical research were combined to
produce five object reports. The reports, which form chapters 9-13 of this thesis,
review the existing knowledge base for each object type, and should be read in
conjunction with the object technical reports (appendicies 5-19). The technical
research data are examined in relation to the ethnohistorical research for each
object type to explore the typological chronology, identify trends in materials,
manufacture, and use, and to chronologically locate the objects in their
landscapes of origin. The report conclusions consider how each object type has
relevance for understanding Late Medieval and Early Modern materiality in
western Ulster.

3. Landscape, Social Organisation, and Political Administration
3.1 Introduction
The following chapters explore the historical context for the material culture of
Late Medieval western Ulster. The overarching aim of these chapters is to
develop a clearer understanding of the potential types of objects commonly
used in the period, with particular emphasis on those used by the labouring
classes. This component of the research is not intended to be a definitive or
exhaustive history of the period, but rather seeks to understand the conditions
under which objects were made and used at this time. The chapters explore
how Ulster’s location in the wider European world, its climate, physical
geography, and political structures had implications for the maintenance of the
life-ways that existed in the region in the period from A.D. 1200-1600. While the
Gaelic Irish culture that existed in Ulster was undoubtedly rooted in responses
to climate, landscape, and political events stretching back into Ireland’s Early
and high medieval past, the period under study can also be understood in terms
of the region’s encounters with its neighbours in mainland Britain and
continental Europe. From the arrival of Anglo-Norman settlers in Ireland in the
twelfth century, through cultural exchanges between the Gaelic populations in
Ulster and those in western Scotland, to trading relationships with European
states, far from existing in isolation, the Gaelic culture in Ulster developed in
response to a diversity of internal and external influences.
3.2 Ireland in the Late Medieval Period
At the height of the Anglo-Norman settlement in Ireland, estimated by Nicholls
(2012: 21) as the closing decades of the thirteenth century, a large contiguous
area in Ulster west of the River Bann, and incorporating Breifne (present day
Leitrim, Cavan and parts of Sligo), and parts of northern Roscommon, remained
in almost entirely uninterrupted Gaelic Irish possession. This area was known in
official English circles as ‘Magna Irecheria’, or ‘the Great Irishry’ (Nicholls 2012:
21; Maginn 2018: 306; Simms 2018b: 291). While some parts of western Ulster
had seen tentative and uneven Anglo-Norman settlement in the thirteenth
century as part of the extended settlement of eastern Ulster, the Bruce invasion
of Ireland in 1315 is credited with having destroyed, both economically and

politically, the English position in northern Ireland (Bennett 2018: 333; Simms
2018b: 291, 292). The Anglo-Norman settlement of Greencastle, at the mouth
of Carlingford Lough in county Down for example, was in decline by 1333
(Glasscock 2008: 224), and the bubonic plague, which reached Ireland in 1348,
is considered to have reduced the populations of enclosed nucleated
settlements, such as those established by the Anglo-Normans in Ireland, moreso than the more widely dispersed rural dwelling Gaelic Irish populations,
further contributing to the contraction of Anglo-Norman influence in Ulster
(Curtis 2005: 96; Cosgrove 2008a: 526; Bennett 2018: 333). In addition to
western Ulster, a number of other areas, remote from centralised English crown
authority in Dublin, including the Burren of north Clare, west Connacht and
southwest Kerry, made up about one third of the island that remained largely
free from direct Anglo-Norman influence at the beginning of the fourteenth
century (Glasscock 2008: 225).
By the closing decades of the fifteenth century, the English royal authority that
had at one time extended to more than two thirds of the island of Ireland had, in
practice, contracted to a smaller area comprising the ‘4 obedient shires’ of
Louth, Meath, Dublin and Kildare which constituted the English ‘Pale’, the
Earldoms of Kildare, Ormond, and Desmond running southwest from the Pale
through Leinster and into Munster, a number of small pockets around walled
towns in the northeast of Ireland (the remains of the Earldom of Ulster), and on
the west coast (Bardon 2001: 49; Cosgrove 2008b: 580; Moody 2009: xxxix;
Booker 2018: 24-44; Maginn 2018: 306). The extent to which this reduction in
royal authority can be attributed to a contraction of English power, or to an
expansion of Gaelic influence and cultural assimilation of the Anglo-Norman
lordships, has been discussed at length in the historical literature (Barry 1988:
168-198; Cosgrove 2008a: 525-532; Down 2008: 449, 450; Hartland 2018: 222243; Simms 2018b: 272-299). In addition to the bubonic plague, a series of
English conflicts in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, including those of the
‘Hundred Years War’ (1337-1453) for control of the French throne, and the civil
‘War of the Roses’ (1455-1487) that followed, are considered to have
preoccupied successive English administrations, and reduced the numbers of
English royal troops and civilians available to sustain the Anglo-Norman
settlement in Ireland (Bardon 2001: 49; Simms 2018b: 272).

The expansion and contraction of Anglo-Norman influence in Ireland in the Late
Medieval period has, in scholarship of the early twentieth century, been
employed to highlight, and perhaps magnify a state of tension between AngloNorman ‘feudalism’ and Gaelic Irish ‘tribalism’ at this time (Watt 2008: 317).
Scholarship relating to Late Medieval Ireland produced in more recent decades
has sought to move away from the notion of clearly defined borders between
areas under English or Gaelic Irish control. Rather than viewing Ireland as a
failed English state, or as an island hosting two nations in ‘existential conflict’,
Frame (2018: 545) has described Ireland as a ‘laboratory of lordship’, where the
absence of any one dominant power or clearly accepted system of law, created
the conditions for a localised blending of Anglo-Norman and Gaelic Irish
customs which reflected the best interests and political realities of each lordship.
Under these circumstances, the borders between English and Gaelic Irish areas
are blurred to a series of frontier zones characterised by ‘assimilation,
accommodation, and violence’ (Bennett 2018: 346, 347).
Connolly (2007: 44) describes an additional interconnected layer of island-wide
political organisation, a ‘series of gradations’, both political and cultural, from the
reasonably well ordered (from an English perspective) inner English Pale,
through regions where the English government exerted some control, to
typically more far flung regions, where crown authority was, from a practical
perspective, almost entirely absent. An account of the journey into the Gaelic
Irish heartlands of Ulster by the Catalan Viscount Ramon de Perrelós in 1397,
supports this idea, illustrating the insulated nature of this region from crown
control, as the knight passes through a series of thresholds of escalating danger
on his journey from Dublin to the medieval pilgrimage of Lough Derg in County
Donegal (Bennett 2018: 346). Nicholls suggests that we might consider the
south-eastern ‘Butler lordship in Kilkenny- Tipperary’ where thirteenth century
colonial economic and settlement patterns continued in use into the sixteenth
century, and ‘Gaelic northern and eastern Ulster’, as at two ends of a sociopolitical scale. The same author is keen to point out that this scale was not
evenly graded, and that even neighbouring territories such as ‘peace-loving’
Fermanagh with its famous craftsmen, saints and scholars, would have
appeared quite different to the Late Medieval traveller than the neighbouring

lands in Tyrone, which were considered more war-like, and somewhat less
scholarly in their approach to governance (Nicholls 2008: 422, 423).
While it is important to stress that predominantly English and Gaelic regions at
either end of this graded scale did not exist in cultural isolation from one another,
the expansion and contraction of the Anglo-Norman settlement has been
described as contributing to the establishment of three broad socio-economic
formations in Ireland in the sixteenth century, each with its own specific
embedded cultural and economic networks, but without clearly defined borders
(Gillespie 2018: 532-535). The more densely populated south-east of the
country played host to lordships based on control of land, with estates
established in the common law tradition, and tenants bound to their lords
through written lease contracts. While most estates produced their own food,
surplus could be traded for material goods. As such, these areas were
characterised by a well-developed material culture, with goods traded in local
markets which were connected with larger towns, and with international trade
(Gillespie 2018: 532-533). In the north-west, and other areas of low population
in the midlands, lordship was based on the control of followers (Cosgrove
2008b: 583). Land was organised into largely self-sufficient holdings owned by
lineages, with ownership evidenced through genealogy, typically expressed in
oral form. The borders of these lordships, which also contained land for the
lord’s personal use, were in a continual state of flux as a result of competition
with neighbouring rivals. The lords in these areas provided services to the
landholding families of the lordship, typically including military protection and
legal arbitration, in return for scheduled payment of tribute known as ceart or
cíos. In this system, status was not primarily determined by material wealth, but
was expressed through genealogy, the ability to exert control over others, and
through the accumulation of ‘cultural capital’ (Gillespie 2018: 533).
The economy in these regions differed from that in Anglo-Norman held areas,
and was based on the idea of ‘gifting’; offering tribute to a lord through cattle
and agricultural produce, and on the recirculation of ‘tributes’ within the lordship
through periodic feasting. In order to increase their status, each lord was
obliged to attract more followers, and in so-doing increase the tributes available
to them, the extravagance of their hospitality, and their cultural capital amongst

their followers and rivals. While there may have been some localised exchange
of goods within these regions, market economies were unusual until the final
decades of the sixteenth century (Morgan 1988: 22; Gillespie 2018: 539). Direct
trade between England and Gaelic Ireland was restricted throughout the Late
Medieval period, and as many goods passed through Anglo-Norman controlled
ports in Ireland (Gillespie 2018: 535, 536), English trade appears to have been
limited to that practiced between Gaelic areas and ‘grey’ merchants working
with larger port towns. These intermediaries predominantly traded locallyderived raw materials and natural resources for internationally produced goods
such as wine, salt, and iron (Gillespie 2018: 534, 538; Simms 2018a: 419). Irish
trade and material culture are discussed in more detail in chapter 5.
A third broad region described by Gillespie is essentially a blending of these two
types; frontier zones where lordship of land and men, common law and Irish law,
and market and gift economies co-existed. The extent to which each from of
lordship, law, and economy was practiced varied extensively from one lordship
to the next, contributing to the ‘laboratory of lordship’ described previously.
Mixed lordships of this sort were more commonly found in the remnants of
Anglo-Norman settlements in Munster and Connacht, and the Gaelic
settlements that developed in the former Earldom of Ulster might also be
considered one of these zones. Just as mercantile communities in the towns of
Galway and Sligo thrived against the backdrop of a ‘gift’ based economy,
English towns such as Carrickfergus on the north-east coast, maintained a
symbiotic, but uneasy relationship with their Gaelic hinterlands in eastern Ulster
(Gillespie 2018: 534-535). As described previously the borders between these
three broad economic areas were neither permeant nor clearly defined, and
from the sixteenth century onwards economic life, including in predominantly
‘Gaelic’ regions, was undergoing a change from a gift based system to one in
which ‘the market was the main means of economic interaction’ (Gillespie 2009:
43).
3.3 Western Ulster
While this research seeks to understand the material culture of the Gaelic Irish
population living in Late Medieval Ireland, there are practical limitations to such

an endeavour. In addition to the time limitations inherent in a doctoral research
project, this research recognises that the ‘factionalism and regionalism’ that
characterised Ireland in the Late Medieval period (Horning 2013b: 29) renders
the identification of ‘national’ Gaelic Irish characteristics unfeasible. As such, the
research focuses on a small geographical area in western Ulster (Fig. 4); an
area politically dominated by two competing Gaelic over-lordships, the Ó Néill
and Ó Domhnaill, which in their common socio-economic response to the
challenges of the region’s climate, landscape and to ‘external’ cultural and
political influences, represent as close to a culturally coherent Gaelic region as
is perhaps possible in Late Medieval Ireland. This area broadly corresponds to
the present day boundaries of counties Donegal, Derry, Fermanagh and Tyrone.
Western Ulster is also significant in the context of this research as it is
considered to have retained in the Late Medieval period, the greatest degree of
resemblance to the ‘gift’ based socio-economic and cultural conditions
representative of the Gaelic culture that was present in Ireland prior to the
Norman invasion in 1169 (Mc Erlean 1983: 326, 327; Butlin 2009: 148; Nicholls
2012: 13). The research then is centred on what might be described as the
most far-flung reaches of the ‘Magna Irecheria’ described previously.

Fig. 4. Map showing area of Western Ulster included in this study

What were the specific conditions that supported the continuation of Gaelic
traditions within ‘the Great Irishry’, more so than in other parts of Ireland? At a
fundamental level, remnants of ‘an ancient and distinctive Gaelic culture’ had
survived across the island of Ireland, and particularly in its most remote western
reaches, because the island of Ireland was never a formal part of the Roman
empire. While it is important not to overstate the geographical isolation of
western Ireland in a period when travel by water was often faster than that by
land, the Gaelic culture is thought to have endured in Ireland because it had not
experienced the disruption seen elsewhere in Europe as a result of the Roman
contraction and collapse in the fifth century A.D. (Connolly 2007: 10). At a more
local level, the region of western Ulster was not part of the Anglo-Norman
settlement that historiographically marks the beginning of the Late Medieval
period in Ireland. As will become clear from the following sections, western
Ulster was by no means immune from Anglo-Norman cultural influence, but the
failure to establish an Anglo-Norman presence in the region, saw western Ulster
follow a different, although interconnected, cultural trajectory to the acculturated
territories in the south and east of the island.
The landscape of western Ulster was physically different from that found in
areas of Anglo-Norman settlement in the south-eastern regions of Ireland.
Western Ulster is surrounded by a drumlin band; a glacial feature that gives rise
to a series of rolling hills and valleys, considered by some historians to have
served as a barrier to Anglo-Norman influence (Evans 2005: 27; Glasscock
2008: 225). The drumlins that surround western Ulster were populated in some
areas by woodlands and scrub along their slopes, and bogs, wetlands, and
rivers within their valleys (Butlin 2009: 143, 145; Nicholls 2012: 5, 6). A number
of sixteenth century English accounts describe the difficult territory in this region
as an advantage to the more lightly armed and well informed Gaelic military
forces who sought to defend the area from attack by Anglo-Norman and later
English crown forces in the Late Medieval period (Prendergast 1855: 421, 422;
Bardon 2001: 78; Butlin 2009: 143, 145; O'Neill 2018: 299). The area within this
drumlin band also contains a significant proportion of marginal land, better
suited for pastoral farming, with large areas covered with blanket bog, and at
elevations of more than two-hundred metres above sea level (Watt 2008: 332).
These topographical and landscape features, and the slightly colder wetter

climate in the region (Glasscock 2008: 205), in addition to serving as a potential
barrier to Anglo-Norman conquest, likely made the area less desirable for
conquest. It has been suggested that following initial tentative efforts at
settlement, such as in parts of western Ulster, the Anglo-Normans did not make
strenuous efforts to control areas of low economic potential in Ireland
(Glasscock 2008: 225, 226).
The geographical distribution of powerful leading lordships in Ulster in the Late
Medieval period also had a bearing on the region’s cultural identity. Whereas
much of Ireland was made up from a patchwork of smaller ‘power-brokers…
each competing for control over internal and external competition’ (Donnelly and
Murphy 2018: 109), the region west of the river Bann in Ulster saw the Cenél
Conaill and Cenél nEógain branches of the Northern Uí Néill expand throughout
the Late Medieval period to become the large, dominant Ó Domhnaill and Ó
Néill over-lordships of this region (Simms 2018b: 296-298) (Fig. 5). These two
lordships sought to exploit internal quarrels amongst the other in an attempt to
assert a wider authority over western Ulster, creating the conditions for an
ongoing series of conflicts within and between the two lordships, and with their
neighbours, that had implications for the Late Medieval life-ways and material
culture of western Ulster (Cosgrove 2008b: 572).

Fig. 5 Map showing lordships in north Ireland c.1534 after Nicholls and Quinn 2009:2,3

As described previously, the Anglo-Norman Earldom of Ulster which had been
established in the late twelfth century in the northeast of Ireland, collapsed
following the Bruce invasion of Ulster in 1315 (Watt 2008: 340, 341), making
way for the expansion of an independent branch of Clann Ó Néill, known as the
Clann Aodha Buidhe or Clandeboye Ó Néill, over a large part of the former
Anglo-Norman territory east of the river Bann (Fig.5). In addition to holding their
own extensive lordship, Clann Aodha Buidhe strove for over-lordship of the Mag
Aonghusa and Mic Cuilinn lordships of south Down and north Antrim
respectively, and over the English coastal settlements in the Ards and Lecale,
all of which made up a considerable portion of territory in eastern Ulster
(Cosgrove 2008b: 574, 575; Simms 2018b: 295, 296). This eastern presence, in
combination with the powerful Scottish Gaelic Clann Domhnaill lordship that
extended over much of present-day county Antrim, checked the eastward
progression of the powerful Ó Néill lordship in central Ulster.
An additional number of smaller but notable lordships existed in western Ulster
in the Late Medieval period, including the Mag Uidhir of Fermanagh, the Ó
Dochartaigh and Mac Suibhne of Inishowen, and the Ó Cathain who occupied
an area covering much of the land east of Lough Foyle in present day county
Derry (Fig. 5). While these lordships were considered powerful in their own right,
and their landholdings often covered large geographical areas, each was
effectively a sub-lordship of the Ó Néill and Ó Domhnaill lordships described
previously. The relationship between the overlord and sub-chief in these
arrangements depended to a large extent on the relative strength of the parties
involved, and changed over time, but it was common for the sub-chief to offer
both military support and tribute to their overlord (O'Dowd 1986: 121, 122;
Nicholls 2012: 29, 30). The arrangement of political units in Ulster into large
geographical blocks of territorial control was by no means harmonious, but
contributed both to a degree of cultural homogeneity in the region, and to the
military capabilities of these blocks to effectively protect their individual sociopolitical interests. The ongoing conflicts between these groups created a climate
of uncertainty in western Ulster that contributed to the development of culturally
specific patterns of settlement, subsistence, and trade (discussed in more detail

in the following chapters) that are considered in this research to have shaped
the region’s material culture.

4. Settlement and Landholding
4.1 Introduction
The following section tries to establish the relationship between settlement,
landholding, and material culture in Gaelic Ulster. The division of land amongst
Gaelic elites and their immediate service families, non-elite landholders, and
members of the church and their followers, has implications for understanding
the nature of the find locations for each of the objects under consideration in
this research. The tenuous nature of land holding in the Late Medieval period
appears to have influenced the types of settlement present in Ulster at this time,
and the aversion toward capital development and defensive nature of society
expressed across a diverse range of settlement types can be interpreted to
contextualise the material culture of the period.
4.2 Patterns of Landholding
While Gaelic Irish historians and Brehon lawyers are not known to have kept
maps in Late Medieval Ulster, records of rights and dues in respect of
landholding were held by the ollamh in law at the Gaelic court (Simms 2009: 96100). In addition to these records, much of what is known about landholding in
Late Medieval Ulster can be attributed to English attempts to employ prior
Gaelic land divisions as the basis for land transfer to crown subjects in the Early
Plantation period (Mc Erlean 1983: 315; FitzPatrick 2018: 167). While there was
some variation across Gaelic Ulster, the four main categories of landholding
commonly found in the region’s lordships included the personal demesne land
of the chief, the lucht tighe or mensal lands, populated with the lords service
families and responsible for resourcing the lords table, sept lands of the various
secular clan groups within the lordship, and

church lands, also known as

termon lands which although under the control of regional bishoprics often
hosted hereditary septs connected with the regional lord (Mc Erlean 1983: 329;
FitzPatrick 2018: 167).
The lands within each of the landholding categories described above were
divided into units known as baile biataigh, the name of which is derived from the
Gaelic term which translates as ‘victualers’ or ‘food producers’ land (Robinson

1976: 60). As the name suggests these land divisions contained a range of land
suitable for pastoral and arable farming, and lead by a sept leader, represented
the unit used to collect taxes and tribute from within the lordship (Horning 2012:
174). In addition to land for the production of food and goods, the lucht tighe, ‘a
relic of the Early Medieval arrangement of the lands of a king’s householders’,
was also considered to have included multifunctional landscapes for ‘elite
threshold activities such as inauguration, predation, feasting and conflict’
(FitzPatrick 2018: 168, 169). Land within each baile biatagh was subdivided into
smaller parts ranging from the quarter, to the baile bó (cow land or townland)
through to the sessaigh, considered to represent about one third of a baile bó
(Mc Erlean 1983: 324). These land units were populated with the families of
smaller landholders and, somewhat less permanently, with members of the nonlandholding classes. Robinson has noted that while many baile biataigh in
County Tyrone were made up from sixteen baile bó, there are examples where
fragmented baile biataigh are known to have consisted of twelve, eight, or as
few as four baile bó (Robinson 1976: 60). Each of these divisions did not
necessarily correspond to a particular sized area of land, and their relative size
was a reflection of the economic or agricultural potential, or the political
importance of the land in question. The modern townlands that exist in Ireland
today, typically comprising 200-400 acres, correspond most closely with the
baile bó of the Late Medieval period (Horning 2012: 174). Under Gaelic systems
of administration, land within the baile biataigh of the various sept leaders was
subject to periodic redistribution. While the frequency of this redistribution
appears to have varied from one lordship to the next, redistribution could occur
as frequently as annually, to as infrequently as the lifetime of an individual clan
landholder (O'Dowd 1986: 127). While no detailed case studies have been
produced in relation to capital investment in Late Medieval western Ulster, the
uncertainty surrounding periodic redistribution of land may have restricted
capital development within Gaelic lordships both in relation to settlement
structures, and perhaps the improvement and permanent enclosure of
agricultural land.
4.3 Towns in Ulster

Following the arrival of the Anglo-Normans in Ireland in the twelfth century, a
number of towns were established in Ulster, predominantly in the region east of
the river Bann. As in other parts of Europe, urban settlements in Ireland were
disproportionately impacted by the bubonic plague that swept Europe in the
mid-fourteenth century (Connolly 2007: 30), and many of the smaller boroughs
established by the Anglo-Normans in Ulster such as Grenecastell (Greencastle),
Coul (Carnmoney), and Doundannald (Dundonald), did not survive the
contraction of Anglo-Norman influence in Ireland from the fourteenth century
onward (Bardon 2001: 47). A number of well defended, walled, coastal towns
including Carrickfergus, Newry, Ardglass and Carlingford, survived throughout
the Late Medieval period (Gillespie 1984: 16; Butlin 2009: 160; Nicholls and
Quinn 2009: 17; Gardiner 2018a: 190).

Fig. 6. Carrickfergus, 1560 showing integration of ‘native’ Irish style shelters with more
substantial English buildings ©The British Library Board, Cotton Augustus I,ii, f.42

Many of the large towns that survived into the fifteenth century and beyond
developed from commercially driven enterprises to become important garrison
towns throughout the Tudor conquest (Butlin 2009: 160; Gardiner 2018a: 191).
While Connolly (2007: 32) has noted that the defensive nature of these towns
marks them apart as essentially English enclaves in a hostile Gaelic landscape,
O’Dowd (1986: 131) suggests that there was likely an uneasy, but symbiotic
relationship between the English towns and their Gaelic hinterlands. The variety
of building types illustrated in figure 6 indicates that the town of Carrickfergus
hosted a combined English and native Irish population within its walls in the
sixteenth century. Urban merchants were reliant on the surrounding population
for the supply of tradable commodities such as hides and wool, just as the
Gaelic landholding classes desired access to the international imports of wine,
salt, and iron which were distributed through port towns. Regardless of the
symbiotic nature of trading relationships, towns such as Carrickfergus in eastern
Ulster were required to pay an annual ‘black’ rent known as ‘Breyne Balafs
Erick’ to the Gaelic overlords of eastern Ulster; the Clann Aodha Buidhe Ó Néill.
What in modern parlance might be described as a ‘protection racket’ appears to
have proven less expensive to the town’s citizens than the cost of billeting an
army to defend the town against attack by hostile Gaelic natives (Morgan 1988:
22).
Inland towns were not unknown in eastern Ulster. The larger settlements of
Armagh and Downpatrick, while no doubt performing some commercial function
in the Late Medieval period (Nicholls 2008: 419), were essentially ecclesiastic in
nature (Gillespie 1984: 16). As symbols of the Catholic Church, and as centres
of regional bishoprics, these towns were likely less prone to attack by Gaelic
forces (Nicholls 2008: 399), although both Armagh and Downpatrick had been
‘plundered’ by the late sixteenth century as a result of the ongoing Tudor
conquest (Nicholls 2008: 399, 403; Butlin 2009: 156, 160). West of the river
Bann the understanding of nucleated settlement amongst historians is less clear
(Gillespie 1984: 15). A commercially driven town which developed at Cavan in
the late fifteenth or sixteenth century, appears to have been an exception in
western Ulster (Nicholls 2008: 404, 419). Certainly a large ecclesiastic
settlement existed at Derry, where, in addition to a monastery, the local bishop

occupied a fortified house, and rented an orchard from the local Lochlainn
erenaghs (Jefferies 1999: 179). While shipping trade along the Foyle estuary is
not fully understood, it seems likely that Derry would have served as a point of
entry for trade, some of which may have been illicit, between western Ulster and
Scotland, and perhaps for smaller boats redistributing goods from the larger
port of Sligo. Trade arriving through Lough Foyle could have travelled inland
along the river Foyle as far as the settlement at Lifford, where it is recorded that
as many as eighty houses were clustered around the Ó Domhnaill castle there
(Butlin 2009: 156; Nicholls 2012: 118). Likewise a monastic settlement at
Assaroe, near present day Ballyshannon in County Donegal, combined with
port activities (Went 1945: 213; Nicholls 2008: 419; Donnelly and Murphy 2018:
126), the Ó hUiginn school of poets (Simms 1995: 196), and extensive fisheries,
would have made for a significant west coast nucleated settlement in the Ó
Domhnaill lordship, and likely served as an important entry point for trade into
Lough Erne in county Fermanagh.
Away from ports such as Assaroe and Derry, permanent and semi-permanent
structures within the lucht tighe of each lordship likely supported small
nucleated settlements. In addition to housing the lord and his agricultural
‘support staff’, the lucht tighe played host to members of the learned classes
including lawyers, physicians, and poets (FitzPatrick 2018: 168-170), and as
such these settlements would have served as both administrative and cultural
nuclei in the landscape. While the nature of the residences that formed the
nuclei of such settlements was in many cases dictated by the physical
geography of the particular landscape in which they were located, recent
scholarship has shown that in some cases, the particular residence typecrannóg, rath, caiseal, or tower house, was influenced as much by political
decision making and cultural symbolism as it was by physical practicalities
(Logue 2018: 282, 283; O'Conor 2018: 148). Outside of the lands attached to
the office of the chief, semi-permanent structures at the centre of individual
landholdings in secular and church lands are considered to have served as
anchors in the landscape for clusters of non-landholding settlement structures.
While the nature of rural settlement in western Ulster is not yet fully understood,
the chronologies for occupation of crannóga and other enclosed settlement
forms have recently been reconsidered by archaeologists to potentially extend

into the Late Medieval period. The following section examines the range of
settlement structures which may have acted as anchors for medieval settlement
in the landscape in western Ulster.

4.4 Noble Settlements
4.4.1 Crannóga
Crannóga are defined as natural or man-made islands or lake shore settlements,
with the man-made structures formed by accumulating soil, peat, rocks and
brushwood into the shallow parts of a lake. The resulting ‘island’, ranging in
diameter from fifteen to thirty metres was typically underpinned with wooden
stakes or posts to arrest movement or erosion, and these are found in numbers
in the lake-lands throughout the drumlin band that surrounds southern Ulster
(Bhreathnach 2018: 32; O'Conor 2018: 151) (Fig.7). While crannóga are
considered by many scholars to have first appeared in the Irish landscape in the
fifth or sixth century A.D. a number of structures are demonstrated to have been
constructed in the Prehistoric period (Bhreathnach 2018: 32; O'Conor 2018:
152).

Fig. 7. Distribution map of crannóga in the north of Ireland, after O’Conor 1998:78

The use of archaic settlements such as crannóga was seized upon by medieval
visitors to Ireland from Geraldus Cambrensis to Edmund Spencer, and in more
recent times by Anglo-Irish scholars such as Goddard Orpen, as one of a range

of practices that demonstrated the ‘conservative, backward and anarchic’ nature
of medieval Gaelic society (O'Conor 2018: 156). O’Sullivan (2007: 169) notes
that crannóga were observed with ‘repugnance’ by the English at the end of the
Nine Years War, perhaps due to their symbolic power as manifestations of
Gaelic identity. In their attempts to counter depictions of later medieval Gaelic
Ireland as culturally ‘backward’, Irish nationalist-driven scholarship of the
twentieth century is considered in some recent archaeological critique to have
resisted the idea that such archaism was widespread in the Late Medieval
period, rejecting physical evidence of Late Medieval pottery, dress ornaments,
tools, and weapons, that indicated crannóga were in regular use at this time
(Brady and O'Conor 2005: 157; O'Sullivan 2007: 169; O'Conor 2018: 156).

Fig. 8. Detail from Bartlett, R. (1602a) ‘Drawing of Dungannon Castle and the stone
chair at Tullaghoge, Co. Tyrone’, showing an attack on a crannóg in Ulster. © National
Library of Ireland.

More recent scholarship, driven by excavations of extant structures has
demonstrated that many crannóga were in use throughout the Late Medieval

period in Ulster, and in some cases into the early seventeenth century
(O'Sullivan 2007: 169; Nicholls 2008: 405, 406; Watt 2008: 333, 334;
Bhreathnach 2018: 32; O'Conor 2018: 148). A crannóg uncovered during a road
development scheme at Drumclay Co. Fermanagh (NISMR 2017: FERM 211:06)
is considered to have seen continued occupation from the ninth to seventeenth
century (Bermingham 2013: 381). Indeed some crannóga may have only been
built, or more substantially developed in the Late Medieval period (O'Sullivan
2007: 169). An unpublished doctoral thesis by O’Hara (2009) cited in O’Conor
(2018: 153) has shown that two thirds of Fermanagh crannóga show evidence
of Late Medieval occupation.

Not all crannóga in this period were elite

residences, and some are considered to have served alternative functions such
as dwellings of the poor and social outcasts, prison, hospitals, munition stores,
and safe places to store wealth or take refuge (O'Sullivan 2007: 168). However,
many crannóga appear to have been used as elite residences in south Ulster in
the Late Medieval period. A range of high status artefact finds at Drumclay
crannóg described previously, including ‘…finely made dress-pins, amber beads
and parts of blue glass bangles, glass beads and pieces of several lignite-type
bracelets…’ (Bermingham et al. 2013: 39) suggest elite occupation at some
crannóg sites. These settlements

are considered to have been the centre

points of ‘ordered, seemingly prosperous, agricultural landscapes’ (O'Conor
2018: 155), and what appears to be a walled garden can be seen on the
shoreline of the Co. Tyrone crannóg in figure 8.
Beyond the more obvious protective or defensive function suggested by a
settlement surrounded by water, the use and re-use of crannóga in the Late
Medieval period has been interpreted to demonstrate a culturally sophisticated
awareness of the power of ‘dynastic ancestry’ within the political sphere of
Gaelic Ulster (O'Sullivan 2007: 168), an idea supported by O’Conor (2018: 148).
Aodh Ó Néill’s use of crannóga in counties Armagh and Tyrone in the late
sixteenth century has been convincingly demonstrated by Logue (2018: 282,
283) as one component of a complex political and cultural symbolism designed
to embed this particular lord both within the local landscape, and within the
hearts and minds of the local population. Ó Néill, raised at the English court
within the Pale, is considered by Logue to have lived at a crannóg at Marlacoo
in County Armagh, and later at a crannóg within the vicinity of his ‘English’ style

castle at Dungannon, in part to counter accusations that he was an ‘outsider’ in
Gaelic Ireland. The author goes on to suggest that Ó Néill may have resided at
his English or Gaelic style residences as particular culturally specific occasion
demanded (Logue 2018: 287-292). The cultural sophistication demonstrated by
Ó Néill is significant in the context of this research, as it presents the possibility
that the deliberate use of archaic forms of material expression extended beyond
architectural forms to include other aspects of material culture. It seems
possible that nineteenth and twentieth century Irish nationalist historical
narratives, or indeed a well-meaning but poorly informed interpretation on the
part of excavators and museum specialists, have obscured the possibility that
other seemingly archaic material culture continued to be used in the Late
Medieval period in Ulster.
4.4.2 Ringforts
As with research into chronology of crannóga construction and occupation,
research into Irish ring-fort chronology has developed over recent years, despite
the term ‘ringfort’ presenting challenges to interpretation. A range of traditional
terminology for various forms of enclosed native settlement in Ireland were
replaced in archaeology’s transition from an antiquarian to a scientific
endeavour, with the ‘catch all’ term ‘ringfort’ emerging as the popular term for
such structures (Fitzpatrick 2009: 272; Comber 2019: 128-131). As part of this
transition, individual terms such as rath- an earthen embankment usually
formed from material excavated from a surrounding ditch, and caisel or cathairterms that refer to a stone built variation on the earthen rath (Ó Ríordáin 1953: 2;
Watt 2008: 333; Fitzpatrick 2009: 272), were simplified to conform with an
internationally more easily recognised term ‘ringfort’. This ‘reductionism’ in
terminology has been criticised as restricting meaningful discussion about the
chronology of construction, use, and development of enclosed native settlement
in Ireland. FitzPatrick is critical of what she believes is an oversimplification of
terminology which reduces a wide range of native enclosed settlement types to
a single, primarily defensive form.
‘The classification ‘ringfort’ has the distinction of being at once the most
enduring and least meaningful invention in Irish archaeology… Locked into a

nebulous category of ‘roundness’ and fiercely defended as the quintessential
settlement of Early Medieval

Ireland and exclusive to that period alone,

enclosed settlement has been a long-term prisoner of the ringfort’ (Fitzpatrick
2009: 271)
One of FitzPatrick’s central criticisms of this reductionism is that it has
encouraged a focus on the enclosure, at the expense of the settlement that it
framed, thereby ‘arresting meaningful debate’ about the development over time
of the types of dwellings within (Fitzpatrick 2009: 275, 303).
The chronology of Irish ringforts was first explored by archaeologists working in
the north-east of Ireland in the 1970s and 1980s (Barrett and Graham 1975;
Lynn 1975b; Lynn 1975a; Lynn et al. 1981), and the School of Geography,
Archaeology and Palaeoecology, at Queen’s University Belfast, has to a large
extent, become the home of Irish ring fort studies (Fitzpatrick 2009: 279). A
significant proportion of ringfort excavations have, over the years, been carried
out in the northeast of Ireland (Glasscock 1987: 227; Edwards 1990: 8, 9),
particularly in counties Down and Antrim (Stout 1997: 24), perhaps, it has been
suggested, due to the convenience of these locations to the main centre for
Irish ringfort studies in Belfast (O'Conor 1998: 93). Where conclusive dating
evidence was uncovered in these excavations, the data suggested an almost
exclusively Early Medieval date for ringfort construction (Fitzpatrick 2009: 279).
The fact that no later medieval evidence of occupation was found at these
locations contributed to a robust academic defence of the theory that ringforts
were largely abandoned in Ireland toward the end of the Early Medieval period
(Lynn 1975b; Lynn 1975a). It should be noted that one of the leading supporters
of Early Medieval chronology conceded that ‘convincing dating evidence may
not yet have come to light for sites outside Anglo-Norman held areas’, and that
some derelict ringforts may have been inhabited by peoples ‘possibly quite
ignorant of the rationale behind the earthworks’ (Lynn 1975b: 31, 32).
As early as the 1970s, attention has been drawn to the problems inherent in the
eastern Irish excavation bias in relation to enclosed settlement sites. As noted
in section 3.2, Gillespie has described three broad culturally and economically
derived settlement patterns present in Late Medieval Ireland which correspond

to the establishment, expansion, and contraction of the Anglo-Norman culture in
Ireland after the twelfth century (Gillespie 2018: 532-535). The work of Barrett
and Graham (1975) was one of the earliest to suggest that an eastern Irish
excavation bias for ringforts had failed to take account of the diversity of Late
Medieval Gaelic Irish and Anglo-Norman settlement patterns. In Anglo-Norman
influenced areas of eastern Ulster, where a significant number of excavations
had occurred, one might expect to see a different pattern of Late Medieval
ringfort construction and/or occupation than in areas of western Ulster where
‘traditional’ Gaelic settlement patterns continued in use. Indeed O’Conor has
suggested that some strategically well placed Early Medieval ringfort sites in
eastern Ulster, may have served as foundations for more substantial Late
Medieval Anglo-Norman motte and castles (O'Conor 1998: 89), indicating that
the role of ringforts had changed in these areas.
Yet despite an acknowledgement of the problems inherent in an eastern
excavation bias in Ireland, the notion of ringforts as exclusively Early Medieval
settlement structures has persisted, and found support amongst prominent
archaeologists in Ireland and beyond. As recently as 1997, Stout, in his
influential study ‘The Irish ringfort’ (Stout 1997) strongly supports an almost
exclusively Early Medieval ringfort chronology. A subsequent critique of Stout’s
work recognised that many of the same regional excavation biases that
undermined research into ringfort chronology in the 1970s and 1980s were still
in play almost two decades later. In relation to Stout’s claim that ‘the majority of
Ireland’s ‘ringforts’ were occupied and probably constructed during a 300 year
period from the seventh to the ninth centuries’, FitzPatrick notes that this
conclusion is based on 114 tree ring and 14C dates from 47 sites, 71% of which
were located in Ulster, with 45% of that figure derived from sites in Co. Antrim.
The author goes on to point out that of the 156 ring-forts excavated on the
island of Ireland between the years 1970 and 2004, 40% are interpreted as
Early Medieval in origin and occupation, 10% had evidence of high or Late
Medieval, or Early Modern occupation activity, and a further 50% had no
chronological interpretation for reasons ranging from lack of diagnostic finds,
absence of structural and occupation evidence, and outstanding scientific dating
(Fitzpatrick 2009: 277). To put these figures in perspective, over 45,000 ringfort
structures have been identified on the island of Ireland (Horning 2012: 177).

This lack of regional excavation diversity has been evidence enough for a
number of prominent archaeologists and historians (O'Conor 1998: 177; Laing
2006: 41; Nicholls 2008: 405; Horning 2012: 177) to consider a wider
occupation chronology for Irish ringforts than is currently accepted. In his
seminal work on medieval rural settlement in Ireland, completed on behalf of the
Irish national research body, ‘The Discovery Programme’, O’Conor concludes of
the eastern excavation bias that ‘the dating evidence for ringforts gained from
past excavations cannot be safely used in the debate about whether or not this
monument type continued in use during the medieval period’ (O'Conor 1998: 89,
90). FitzPatrick suggests that targeted fieldwork is required to shed light on the
chronology of Irish ringfort construction and use (2009: 283), while O’Keeffe
acknowledges that the question of chronology can only be fully resolved
through excavation on a massive scale (1996: 143).
In line with his work on Irish crannóga (Brady and O'Conor 2005; O'Conor 2018),
O’Conor’s work on Irish ringforts suggests that the continued use of seemingly
archaic settlement types into the Late Medieval period in Gaelic Ireland should
not necessary indicate a static, backward looking culture, but may simply reflect
the realities of Gaelic Irish systems of inheritance (O'Conor 2005). Horning’s
(2012: 175) work agrees that under the tanistry system of inheritance, in which
unlike primogeniture, the inheritance of title, land, and property, were by no
means assured, many Gaelic nobles (and perhaps smaller landholders) would
likely have been reluctant to invest in lavish capital expenditure. Periodic
redistribution of land amongst the lower land-holding classes within individual
lordships was also a common feature of Gaelic political administrations. This
practice appears to have discouraged capital investment, including the building
of expansive dwellings which could easily fall into the hands of a rival family
member at an upcoming period of land redistribution. It has been noted of
Gaelic regions that ‘possession was temporary, or at best for life’, and that
‘ownership remained corporate, vested in the lineage as a whole’ (Connolly
2007: 12). In addition to the risks involved in periodic redistribution of land in
Gaelic areas, Late Medieval accounts describe Irish lords tearing down their
castles in times of war both to safeguard valuable cut stone, and to prevent the
garrisoning of their defensive structures by hostile forces (Morgan 1988: 9, 10;

Bardon 2001: 98; Nicholls 2008: 404, 405). While this reluctance toward capital
development has as yet only been examined in terms of large scale systems
such as settlement type and field enclosure, it is argued that a reluctance
toward capital development may have been reflected in other aspects of the
material culture of the period, including by the labouring classes who constituted
the majority of the population.
Looking beyond the limited number of excavations that have taken place in
Ireland, a number of archaeologists have drawn attention to historical
documentation which appears to support the habitation of ringforts, or more
precisely, various forms of enclosed native settlement, into the Late Medieval
period. The fourteenth century battle roll ‘Caithréim Thoirdhealbhaigh’ (Mac
Ruaidhrí Mac Craith 1929: 117) indicates both that such structures were in use
in the Late Medieval period, and perhaps that a social distinction can be made
in relation to the different types of enclosed settlement. The document,
referenced by both Barrett and Graham (1975: 36) and FitzPatrick (2009: 275),
describes the peace that fell on the Lordship of Thomond (centred on present
day County Clare) following the battle of the Abbey of Corcomroe in A.D. 1317:
“Every king in his ríglongport and every chief in their strong places, and
hospitallers in their dwellings, ollaves (learned men) in their raith, coarbs in their
respective churches, every ‘son of a good man’ in his own dúnad, every layman
in his lios, and every bishop in his noble cathair” (Mac Ruaidhrí Mac Craith 1929:
117).
More specific to settlement in western Ulster, a number of authors draw
attention to Richard Bartlett’s late sixteenth century map, a detail of which is
shown in figure 9, showing the ringfort of Tullaghogue in Co. Tyrone depicted
with two houses within the enclosure (Hayes-McCoy 1964: 8, 9; Barrett and
Graham 1975: 36; O'Conor 1998: 92, 93). Breen (2018a: 133) notes the
frequent appearance of caisel and ráth sites in historical sources relating to the
Clann Suibhne lordships in north-west Ulster, and O’Conor (1998: 92, 93) cites
a collection of Late Medieval maps of Ulster compiled by the Earl of Belmore
(Belmore 1903: 16-20) showing ‘scores of ringforts in Ulster’, on maps of the
period c.1600. Cairns (1987: 6) assertion that such features were included on
English maps of the Late Medieval period because they remained of military

importance, suggests that some forts were not only present in the landscape,
but were potentially operational as strategically placed defensive settlements.

Fig. 9. Detail from Bartlett, R. (1602a) ‘Drawing of Dungannon Castle and the stone
chair at Tullaghoge, Co. Tyrone’, showing enclosed settlement at Tullaghoge. ©
National Library of Ireland.

O’Conor believes that the use of documentary evidence for Late Medieval
ringfort occupation has been too heavily criticised by archaeologists in the past,
and that ‘more credence should be given to the cartographic, pictorial, and
distributional evidence which suggests that ringforts continued in use until the
seventeenth century in areas dominated by the ‘native’ Irish (O'Conor 1998: 93).
As with crannóga, it appears that the date range for occupation of ringforts has
in recent years undergone a process of upward revision, which may indicate
that these structures were a feature of the Late Medieval landscape in Ulster.
The presence of ringforts in Ulster at this time further supports the idea that
seemingly ‘archaic’ aspects of materiality continued in use in the Late Medieval
period, and is of relevance to the interpretation of the object find locations
described in chapters 9-13.
4.4.3 Tower houses

The case for crannóga and other forms of enclosed settlement continuing in use
in Ulster until the Late Medieval period, is strengthened by the relative dearth of
tower houses in the north, when compared with other parts of Ireland (O'Keeffe
1996: 151; McNeill 1997: 226; O'Conor 1998: 102; Nicholls 2008: 406; Nicholls
2012: 119; O'Conor 2018: 157). The distribution map of northern tower houses
shown in figure 10 indicates that such structures were more commonly found in
coastal than inland locations in Ulster. These masonry built structures, up to 4-5
storeys tall and often with thatched roofs (O'Conor 1998: 20; Nicholls 2008: 406)
were initially considered, based on historical contextual evidence, to have first
appeared in Gaelic parts of Ireland in the fourteenth century (Barry 1988: 186).
More recently, excavation data has led many archaeologists and historians
working in this area to conclude that tower houses began to be built in Gaelic
Ireland in the fifteenth century (O'Keeffe 1996: 149; McNeill 1997: 226; O'Conor
1998: 102; Nicholls 2008: 406; Nicholls 2012: 119; O'Conor 2018: 157).

Fig. 10. Distribution map of tower houses in the north of Ireland, after O’Conor 1998:23

Tower house building in Gaelic Ireland (including in western Ulster) is viewed as
evidence by some academics (Cairns 1987: 9; Simms 1989: 99-101; O'Conor

1998: 103, 104) for a cultural alignment of Anglo-Norman and Gaelic customs
on the island of Ireland in the Late Medieval period, with O’Keeffe (1996: 149)
noting, ‘The dilution during this period of the ethnic-cultural barriers that were
put in place in the late twelfth century is best reflected in the emergence during
this century of the tower-house, a multi-storeyed defended residence, and in its
transgression of political divides.’ Yet just as Aodh Ó Néill employed both
crannóg and castle as culturally appropriate scenery to support his wide ranging
political ends, other Gaelic lords such as the Ó Cathain, who maintained tower
houses near Limavaddy, Dungiven, and Colraine, continued to make use of a
crannóg at Enagh Lough, just a few miles to the north-east of present day Derry
city (Horning 2012: 180).
There is also some historical evidence to suggest that tower houses did not
serve as primary residences in Gaelic Ireland. Moss (2018: 489, 490) has
commented on the relative ‘starkness’ of Gaelic tower house interiors, citing a
French visitor to Ireland in 1644, one M. de la Boullaye le Gouz, who describes
the rooms as having little furniture, with beds made from rushes in summer and
straw in winter (Croften Croker 1837: 40-41), and a German visitor, Ludolf von
Münchhausen, who in 1591 commented on the darkness, lack of furnishings,
and draughtiness of such buildings (Ó Riain-Raedel 1998: 223-33). While it has
been suggested that tower houses were perhaps more comfortable than their
present day remains would indicate (O'Dowd 1986: 127), some historians and
archaeologists have concluded that these more substantial masonry structures
served primarily as safe houses during attack, and that most of the day to day
business of the lordship may have taken place in an accompanying organic built,
and presumably more cozy hall (Nicholls 2008: 406). Indeed the same Late
Medieval German visitor to Ireland, Ludolf von Münchhausen, also notes ‘Their
houses are built normally in the form of a tower surrounded by a wall. Yet they
do not live in those, but keep them as a fortress. Nearby, they keep a house,
badly built… where they light a fire in the middle’ (von Münchhausen 1591: 230).
Horning (2012: 178-180) references Richard Stanihurst’s description of ‘fairly
large and spacious halls, constructed of a compound of potters earth and mud’,
cited in Stopford Green (1909: 266), in close proximity to the tower houses. The
notion of Gaelic elites inhabiting such structures is supported by Simms (2001:
250-253), who references elite feasting taking place in post and wattle built halls,

and by O’Conor’s (1998: 23) assertion that such halls would have been used for
day to day, and administrative duties. The description of the Ó Néill castle at
Newtonstewart by Dowcra in 1601 further supports the presence of such
structures in the vicinity of the tower house.
“It is a pile of strong stone and well built with an iron gate and a chaine att the
doore, it hath before it a large bawne compast [enclosed] with a good high
stone wall and in the midst of it is a fairie [fair] Irish thacht house, able to hould
50 or 60 men in it ” (Kelly 2003: 57-58) cited in (Ó Baoill et al. 2005: 63).
The presence of tower houses in western Ulster demonstrates that while Gaelic
society was not immune to absorbing new cultural influences such as tower
house building, particularly where such influences conferred a competitive
advantage, there appears to have been a selective retention of ‘old’ practices
amongst Gaelic elites, where such practices continued to serve a practical, or
indeed, a more abstract cultural purpose in the Gaelic Irish landscape. It is
interesting to speculate in the context of this research if the retention of useful,
old practices may have extended to other aspects of the material culture, and if
these attitudes reflect the cultural mindset of the wider Gaelic population in Late
Medieval Ulster.
4.5 Non-noble settlement
While understanding of noble settlement in Ulster has undergone some
development in recent decades, the material lives of non-elites in medieval
Gaelic Ireland remain a ‘consistently under-researched topic’ (Horning 2012:
176). As will become evident in the following section, many Late Medieval nonnoble dwellings appear to be of a unsubstantial nature, with few such structures
requiring permanent foundational components or walls (Nicholls 2008: 403).
The flimsy nature of non-noble settlement structures and the largely organic
building materials considered to have been used in their construction has
rendered their remains extremely difficult to locate in the contemporary
landscape (O'Conor 1998: 95, 96; Bardon 2001: 65; Watt 2008: 334; Gardiner
2018a: 199). A dearth of excavated data for non-noble medieval rural
settlement (O'Conor 2001: 210) has left many basic questions about Gaelic Irish
life-ways open to speculation (Horning 2012: 174). Where such excavations

have occurred in Ulster (notably almost all of which have been carried out in
county Antrim), the historical tendency to describe such structures as ‘booley
huts’, temporary structures associated with transhumance (Horning 2013b: 36),
is considered to have arrested more meaningful discussion on the nature of
medieval rural settlement for the landless classes (Horning 2013b: 41; Gardiner
2018a: 197, 198).
In response to limited excavation data, archaeologists and historians have
drawn on a rich body of historical documentary evidence to inform
understanding of Late Medieval rural settlement types. The Tudor and late
Jacobean conquest of Ulster was accompanied by a vast amount of
administrative documentation that has proven invaluable in shedding light on
Gaelic Irish rural settlement (O'Conor 2001: 201). The documentation includes a
number of maps of Ulster (Boazio and Dunlop 1905), perhaps most instructive
amongst them, the series drawn by Richard Barthelet (Bartlett), the
cartographer who accompanied Lord Mountjoy, Commander of the English
crown forces, during the Nine Years War (1593-1603) in Ulster. Bartlett’s maps
of Ulster, produced at the transition from the sixteenth to the seventeenth
centuries, are considered of particular value for their pictorial descriptions of
native, and early colonial hybrid settlement types (Gailey 1984: 15; O'Conor
2001: 201; O' Danachair 2015: 92). These skillfully composed maps, drawn in
the field, are considered given their military function, to have accurately
depicted a range of indigenous settlement types present in Ulster around 1600
(O' Danachair 2015: 92).
While these and other contemporary maps of Ulster undoubtedly offer an
unprecedented window into the past, recent scholarship has indicated that the
dwellings depicted therein should be interpreted with some caution. Gardiner
(2018a: 197) notes that given the administrative nature of the maps, many
depict areas of nucleation which may not be representative of more dispersed
‘rural’ native settlement. In addition, some of the structures depicted in these
maps may in fact represent early hybridisation of native and settler architectural
styles. The chimneys and windows on some otherwise ‘native’ style structures
in Bartlett’s maps of Mount Norris, Dungannon, Inishloughan Fort and Armagh
City (Bartlett 1602a; Bartlett 1602b; Bartlett 1602c; Bartlett 1602d), indicate that

these dwellings may belong to newly arrived English Crown soldiers (Gardiner
2018a: 192, 193; Logue 2018: 280). Gardiner (2018a: 193) goes on to note
historical accounts of house building by newly arrived English and Scottish
settlers in Ulster in the ‘Irish style’, which further suggests a blending of cultural
elements from both native and newcomer in a structure that reflects the realities
of local material availability. Nevertheless, the pictorial elements of these maps
provide evidence of value to understanding native Gaelic settlement patterns.
For example,
Gardiner’s analysis of boundary-free Late Medieval Gaelic structures shown on
a series of maps of Carrickfergus (Boazio and Dunlop 1905: 326, 327),
particularly when compared with the clearly defined boundaries of nearby
English style houses, evidences a variation in notional concepts of space and
personal property that is somewhat ‘looser’ than that expressed in English
settlement forms (Gardiner 2018a: 194).

Fig. 11. Detail from Bartlett R. (1602d) ‘Plan of Armagh City and Mountjoy Fort on the
Blackwater river’ showing ‘creat’ type dwellings. © National Library of Ireland.

Despite no such structure ever having been excavated in Ulster (O'Conor 1998:
96; Horning 2001: 377; O'Conor 2001: 202), the repetition of one particular type
of structure, the ‘creat’, across multiple maps of the Late Medieval period (see
figure 11 for example) informs the conclusion that these oval shaped buildings

were a common type of settlement in the northern part of Ireland c.1600, and
probably in the centuries before. The term ‘creat’ is considered by Robinson
(2000a: 29) to be derived from the Irish word creata, which refers to the timber
framework, or the ribs of a shelter or roof. Such structures are described as
broadly of oval or circular floor plan, with a semi-conical hipped thatch roof
(Gailey 1987: 88, 89). The general consensus amongst these authors is that the
native structures were of post and wattle construction, and lacked windows or a
chimney, with smoke exhausting through a hole at the apex of the roof. While
there is little documentary evidence for native settlement types in Ulster prior to
the English administrative documentation of the sixteenth century, wattle is
known to have been a feature of native Irish dwellings from the thirteenth
century onward (O'Conor 2001: 203; Gardiner 2018a: 203). If the walls of the
creats were of wicker, or wattle and daub construction, they were unlikely to
have been load bearing. It has been noted that while some native structures,
such as those shown in Bartlett’s maps, may have been conceived of as
rectilinear in form, in keeping with a broader shift from circular to rectilinear floor
plans in the tenth century, smoothing of the easily damaged mud components
of exterior corners may have contributed to the oval or circular forms depicted in
the Late Medieval cartographic evidence (O' Danachair 2015: 94, 95; Gardiner
2018a: 203). The fact that such buildings required a ‘minimum investment in
either labour and materials’, and could be ‘erected quickly and abandoned
without loss’, has been suggested as evidence of the mobility of their occupants
(Nicholls 2012: 117, 118).

Fig. 12. Detail from Bartlett, R. (1602a) ‘Drawing of Dungannon Castle and the stone
chair at Tullaghoge, Co. Tyrone’, showing partially constructed ‘cruck’ style buildings. ©
National Library of Ireland.

Two additional native settlement forms are considered to have been present,
although perhaps less commonly, in the Late Medieval Gaelic landscape. The
first of these was a rectilinear shaped, cruck and truss-built structure with a
thatched roof. These buildings appear to have had low non-load bearing walls,
which resultantly may have been constructed from wattle and daub, turf or sod.
The load of the roof was supported by two or more cruck structures, whose feet
may have rested directly on the ground, or perhaps on stone pads, to prevent
the structure from sinking into the soft ground (O'Conor 1998: 95, 96; O'Conor
2001: 204). These more substantial structures appear to have been common in
Anglo-Norman areas of settlement in Ireland by the end of the thirteenth century,
and shortly thereafter to have become a feature of noble settlement in Gaelic
areas, before ‘trickling down’ as a cultural influence to smaller landholders by
the end of the Late Medieval period (O'Conor 2001: 205, 206). This type of
building may be representative of the banqueting and administrative halls
described previously as accompanying Gaelic tower houses, or with other
enclosed settlement forms in Late Medieval Ulster (Nicholls 2008: 406). We are
fortunate to have an image of a partially constructed (or perhaps deconstructed)
cruck and truss framework for this type of structure, as depicted in Bartlett’s
map of Dungannon and the surrounding area from c.1602 (Bartlett 1602a)
shown in figure 12.
A third type of shelter, depicted on another of Bartlett’s Late Medieval maps, on
this occasion of Inisloughlin Fort (Bartlett 1602b) (Fig.13), is considered by
O’Danachair (2015: 93, 94) as representative of the shelters used by soldiers
on campaign in Ireland, but could conceivably have been based on a native
Irish form of temporary shelter. These semi-cylindrical structures are compared
by O’Danachair with the traditional nineteenth and twentieth century tent of the
Irish traveller, and appear to be constructed from a series of pliable rods, bent
into a semi-circular shape, fixed in place in the ground, and covered with thin
strips of turf or sod. The shelters, which could undoubtedly be easily and quickly
constructed once the materials were at hand, appear to match Fynes
Morryson’s description of native settlements:

“…these gallants… sleep under the canopy of heaven, or in a poor house of
clay, or in a cabin made of the boughs of trees, and covered with turf, for such
are the dwellings of the very lords among them” (Moryson 1735: 231).

Fig. 13. Detail from Bartlett, R. (1602b) ‘Drawing of Enish Loughan fort, Co. Antrim’,
showing English soldier shelters. © National Library of Ireland.

A second, albeit somewhat later reference to such structures by a soldier
named John Stevens, on manoeuvres near Limerick in June 1691 during the
Williamite-Jacobite war, records such structures being used as a type of ‘last
resort’ shelter.
“…two hundred men were detached to bring wood, and the whole day spent in
building huts, which were covered with turf or long sods cut off the face of the
earth, very thin and four or five feet long, which in Ireland they call strauths. The
reason of this shift was because there was no straw left in the country or other
sort of thatch to be had, and we were obliged to hut because, as was said
above, each company had but four tents…” (Stevens and Murray 1912: 199).

While much of the cartographic evidence depicts small clusters of creat-like
buildings around urban centres like Armagh (Bartlett 1602c), or more
permanent noble settlement structures in the landscape, such as the Ó Néill
castle at Dungannon (Bartlett 1602a), the distribution of such shelters is less
clear as we move into the rural west of Ulster. A number of authors have noted
how small settlements may have clustered around more substantial anchors of
ecclesiastic sites, and landholder settlement structures in western Ulster, such
as the crannóga, rathanna, and tower houses described previously. Nicholls
describes ‘temporary agglomerations’ of creat-like buildings, such as the 80 or
so shelters gathered around the Ó Domhnaill castle at Lifford toward the end of
the sixteenth century, noting that these settlements could dissolve into the
surrounding wilderness at the first sign of danger (Nicholls 2008: 404; Nicholls
2012: 118). While it is unclear if such settlement patterns were widely repeated
in other parts of western Ulster (Nicholls 2008: 399, 404), O’Conor (O'Conor
1998: 104) has suggested that the relative security offered by this type of
settlement may have been attractive to the labouring classes who were
witnessing an increase in militarisation, and a decline in civil order in the closing
centuries of Late Medieval Gaelic Ulster .
Living in the shadow of a powerful Gaelic lord or sub-lord may have offered
protection from predation by neighbouring rivals, protection which was not
available in the region’s wilder places. Indeed the four or five hundred Irish
houses said to have existed on Inch Island in Lough Swilly in 1601, may in fact,
have been those of refugees clustering together for protection from approaching
English forces (Nicholls 2008: 404). In line with Gaelic Irish territorial defensive
strategies, the option of ‘melting into the landscape’ during times of more
serious trouble also remained on the table (O'Conor 1998: 104, 105). We might
imagine then, that such temporary clusters developed around western Ulster’s
large ecclesiastic centres, the tower houses, crannóga, and other enclosed
settlements of notable Gaelic lords, around mid-sized ecclesiastic settlements
such as the Abbey at Clogher (Robinson 1976: 65, 66; Nicholls 2008: 399, 404),
and around the settlements of sept leaders and other landholders. In addition,
smaller churches and monasteries at the centre of airchinneach estates may
have hosted settlement clusters.

The temporary nature of non-noble settlements, raises the possibility of Gaelic
Irish mobility in the landscape. While there is clearly some variation between the
non-noble building types described previously, their collective relative
impermanence may indicate that the design of non-noble settlement structures
was influenced by many of the same principles described for noble settlement
types. The periodic redistribution of land and uncertainty surrounding
inheritance, a central feature of Gaelic administrations, likely meant that nonnobles were just as reluctant as their leaders to invest in permanent fixtures in
the landscape. All of the structures described in section 4.5 could be (at least
partially) deconstructed and moved if necessary, a feature that may have been
an advantage in relation to seasonal movement associated with pastoralism,
and as the Late Medieval period progressed, to escape persecution from Gaelic
inter-clan, and English Crown conflict.

5. Movement and Subsistence
5.1 Introduction
The extent to which the Gaelic Irish laboring classes of western Ulster moved in
the landscape is not clearly understood. Historical ‘grand narratives’ indicate
that the labouring classes in Ireland were not bound to the land, and were free
to move in the landscape at will (O'Dowd 1986: 129; Nicholls and Quinn 2009:
36; Farrell 2014: 78, 80; Tait 2018: 285). Other research has sought to
challenge the extent to which free movement was practiced, suggesting that the
presence of clearly defined boundaries and long established place names
suggest an intimate association between landscape and those who lived there
indicative of more permanent settlement (Gardiner 2018c: 206, 207). This view
must be considered in light of the fact that a highly mobile and genetically
divergent Irish Traveller community with currently contested origins has existed
alongside a more sedentary population in Ireland from the seventeenth to the
later twentieth century (Gilbert et al. 2017: 5-9), despite the presence of wellestablished land boundaries. It seems likely that there was considerable variety
in movement practices across the island of Ireland in the Late Medieval period,
dependent to some extent on the nature of the relationship between landholder
and tenant, and the challenges involved in subsisting in topographically diverse
regions. This chapter examines the evidence for movement in the landscape of
Late Medieval western Ulster as a means of understanding the nature of the
material culture present in this period and place.
5.2 Living Conditions
The non-landholding demographic are noted by some historians for their
exceptional mobility in the Late Medieval landscape, and particularly so from the
fifteenth century onward (Cox et al.403; Butlin 2009: 148; Nicholls and Quinn
2009: 36). A shortage of agricultural labour, driven by population decline in
Ireland in the Late Medieval period, presented new opportunities for the poorest
in society. The low population in Ireland from the mid-fourteenth century onward
contributed to conditions where tenants or followers were considered more
valuable to some Gaelic elites than was land itself, as without working tenants,
the land was economically underproductive (O'Dowd 1986: 125; Nicholls 2008:

409; Tait 2018: 285). Driven by the prospect of better conditions, members of
the labouring classes in Ulster are known to have migrated within and beyond
the province into the peripheries of the English Pale. Seaghán Ó Néill

for

example, is recorded in the sixteenth century as attempting to lure tenants who
had left the region in search of more favourable conditions in the English Pale,
back to his lands in Tyrone with the offer of improved terms (Morgan 1988: 20;
Simms 2018a: 416, 417). It was reported in English state correspondence of the
time that ‘mayne husbande men' 'went thither for the plentie sake of grasse and
grounde', while others went 'to dwell and manure in his contrie’ (Sidney 1566b:
SP63, 17, 13). Indeed some Gaelic elites were so desperate for labour in the
fifteenth century that they may have resorted to kidnapping, and Simms (2018a:
416, 417) describes a complaint in 1458 by Brian Mac Cathmail, erenagh of the
church lands of Errigalkeerogue in present day County Tyrone, against
Toirdelbach the son of the Great Ó Néill, who had kidnapped his tenants,
thereby preventing them from working on the church lands as had been agreed.
What ‘conditions’ were the labouring classes working under, that would see
them travel, often over long distances, to improve? The Gaelic lordships in
Ireland are recorded as demanding exactions from all of their followers (Frame
2018: 542; Kane 2018: 332), which were designed to support the ‘pyramid of
ruling lineages, the specialized families that supported their prestige, and the
military establishments on which their power depended’ (Connolly 2007: 16).
The range of exactions, unrestricted by law, were known by the English
authorities as ‘coyne and livery’ (Nicholls 2008: 425, 426; Nicholls 2012: 39, 40;
Kane 2018: 333). While the oppressive nature of exactions on the lower classes
is regularly condemned in English correspondence of the period (Kane 2018:
333), it has been suggested that these tributes represented the ‘the
fundamental base of the Gaelic system of authority’ in Ireland (Nicholls 2012: 39,
40). The exactions, all of which fell on the ‘anonymous masses’ of the labouring
classes and small landholders, included fixed payments for rent, demands of
labour on tenants and their animals, and billeting of military personnel. Larger
landholders were expected to provide lodging and entertainment for the lord
and his entourage as they travelled within the lordship, and the bishops in
Gaelic areas are believed to have received a significant proportion of their
revenues on church lands through ‘free entertainment’ from clergy and tenants,

as they and their associates travelled through their bishoprics (Nicholls 2008:
426). In addition extraordinary payments could be levied to support outbreaks of
war, or to supply a dowry for the marriage of a noble’s daughter (Connolly 2007:
16). While these exactions might be considered oppressive in their own right, an
increase in militarisation amongst the Ulster lordships from the fifteenth century
onward placed additional burdens on the labouring classes across the Ulster
lordships, and increasingly on the tenants of the region’s church lands. Perhaps
the greatest burden amongst the exactions, was coinnmheadh, the provision of
food and lodging for the expanded numbers of Scottish mercenary soldiers,
known as gallóglaigh, who were present in large numbers in Late Medieval
Gaelic Ulster (O'Dowd 1986: 129; Nicholls and Quinn 2009: 32; Nicholls 2012:
39, 40; Frame 2018: 536). The increase in exactions in agriculturally
unproductive areas such as Tír Conaill is noted in the poetry of the period as
having been a particularly heavy burden on the local population (Simms 1995:
189).
Given the low populations that existed in Ireland at this time, it was in the
interests of each lordship to attract as many followers as possible to their cause,
and the ‘low level’ inter-clan warfare commonly practiced in in Late Medieval
Ulster was designed not to completely destroy a neighbouring lordship, but to
make life so difficult for its tenants, that they and their leaders would be forced
into submission, thereby providing tribute and service to their new overlord
(Donnelly and Murphy 2018: 111). Fynes Moryson (1903: 194) cited in (Farrell
2014: 79) notes that Gaelic lords vied with one another, not so much to conquer
lands, but to bring people under their control. The tactics employed to achieve
this included cattle raiding, but often involved the destruction of crops and
burning of settlements, such that the poorest and most vulnerable were driven
to the point of destitution (Nicholls 2008: 414; Donnelly and Murphy 2018: 110114). Nicholls notes that on occasions where cattle could not be carried off by
the raiders, they might be ‘wantonly and uselessly slaughtered’ (Nicholls 2008:
414). Analysis of skeletal remains excavated from a Late Medieval graveyard at
Ballyhanna, outside of Ballyshannon in county Donegal, noted stress markers
indicative of malnutrition, and a high rate of mortality amongst young adults,
which suggests that the effects of low level warfare were keenly felt in this
airchinneach estate (Donnelly and Murphy 2018: 110-114). It is perhaps not

surprising that under such circumstances, members of the labouring classes
were attracted to other parts of Ireland, free from such ‘low level’ harassment.
We might also consider that some groups, having had enough of the oppressive
conditions imposed upon them, simply decided to go ‘off-script’, living outside of
the control of the Gaelic lordships in the region’s wilder and more remote places.
While Horning has stressed that the ‘hierarchical nature’ and ‘communal and
kin-group identities’ in Gaelic society (Horning 2018: 4) should not be ignored in
interpretations of the period, she also notes that historians are only recently
recognising and exploring the complexities of these population groups (Horning
2018: 27). There were ‘a bewildering range of interests, motivations and
perceptions amongst the people’ of in Late Medieval Ireland, and we can
imagine that for some groups, this included resistance to official authority (Kane
2018: 329, 330). Indeed a letter from Sir John Perrott to Lord deputy Fitzwilliam
written in 1572 records how ‘…the commonalty is beginning to turn away from
the tyranny of the lords’ (Calendar of state papers, Ireland, Tudor Period 15711575 2000: 176) cited in (Kane 2018: 333), which may suggest a fracturing of
support amongst the Gaelic labouring classes in some of the more oppressive
lordships. The wood kern; groups of native Irish ‘who throughout the medieval
and early modern periods frequented Ireland’s plentiful woods for ambuscades,
escapes and more mundane purposes such as firewood and cattle-grazing’
(Herron 2007: 303), may well have included individuals or families who were
willing to take their chances living on the peripheries of Gaelic society in Ulster.
5.3 Arable Farming
Movement in search of better conditions was just one of a range of modes in
which the in Late Medieval population in Ulster were mobile. In order to further
understand the nature and permanence of Gaelic settlement in western Ulster,
it is necessary to examine more closely the evidence for different methods of
subsistence employed in the region in this period. The extent to which
communities in Ulster practiced arable and pastoral forms of agriculture has
implications for patterns of settlement, and as such the topic has been widely
discussed in the academic literature. Innovations in arable farming that led to an
island wide adoption of the practice were at one time credited as having arrived

in Ireland with the arrival of Anglo-Norman settlers in the twelfth century.
Certainly the manorial organizational structure that developed in Anglo-Norman
settlements in Ireland saw an increase in arable farming in those areas, but it is
now widely agreed that arable farming started to become more widespread in
Ireland toward the end of the Early Christian period, and had been widely
adopted across the island of Ireland by the twelfth century (Murphy 2018: 387,
389). There has been a tendency to understate the extent of tillage in medieval
Gaelic Ireland which Nicholls (2012: 110) believes relates to an over-reliance on
sixteenth century historical documentation; a period when militarisation and
violence were more prevalent than in previous centuries. Given the ‘low level’
inter-clan warfare tactics employed in Gaelic Ulster, and the total war policies
employed by English crown forces in sixteenth century, pastoral farming may
have been considered a lower risk method of subsistence at this time. Whereas
standing crops were vulnerable to destruction during period raids by
neighbouring rivals, and attacks by crown troops, livestock could be more easily
moved out of harms way in times of trouble (Simms 1987: 9; Nicholls 2008: 410,
411; Farrell 2014: 76, 77).
It is clear however that arable farming had a role in in Late Medieval Gaelic
Ulster, and analysis of pollen deposits has shown that wheat was being
cultivated in Tyrone for example, in the in Late Medieval period (Nicholls 2012:
110). Perhaps somewhat perversely, much of what is known about arable
farming in western Ulster is derived from English historical accounts relating to
the discovery and destruction of cereal crops as part of the ‘scorched earth’
policies employed by English crown forces in the latter years of the Tudor
conquest of Ireland. Canny’s (1970: 27) close reading of Irish State Papers
produced during the reign of Elizabeth I of England, draws attention to a
number of such accounts. In a letter from Henry Sidney, Lord Deputy of Ireland,
to Queen Elizabeth, Sidney reports a huge area of corn near Clogher in County
Tyrone ‘above 24 myles compas' and the area generally 'so well inhabited as
wee thinck no Irish countrie in this realm like it’ (Sidney 1566a: SP63, 19, 43 ).
Canny also notes the report of Walter Devereux, 1st Earl of Essex, who
encounters corn in County Tyrone ‘in greate plenty and in great reeks’
(Devereux 1574: SP63, 48, 3). Feehan (2003: 84) refers to a coastal belt, some
4 or 5 miles wide in Ó Dochartaigh’s territory on the Innishowen Peninsula in

Donegal as ‘very fruitful of corn’, while Inch Island in nearby Lough Swilly is
described as ‘a magazine for O’Doherty’s corn’. It has been suggested that the
high assessment rating for taxation of land near the sea noted in medieval
Gaelic Ulster may relate to the increased agricultural potential owing to
fertilisation with locally available seaweed (Nicholls 2012: 111). The deliberate
burning of corn on Ó Dochartaigh and Mac Suibhne coastal lands by the
English commander Henry Docwra in Donegal in 1600, and the destruction of
corn which Docwra ‘never saw in any place in more abundance’ in Ó Cathain
coastal lands further to the east in 1601 (Feehan 2003: 84) suggests that the
agricultural potential of these lands was indeed significant.
The presence of well-tended fields appears to come as something of a surprise
to English observers in Ulster in the sixteenth century. The wetter and
marginally colder climate of western Ulster arguably rendered the region less
conducive to arable farming than relatively dryer southern and eastern parts of
Ireland (Feehan 2003: 84; Andrews 2009: 455; Butlin 2009: 150, 151). It has
been suggested that for much of the in Late Medieval period, the low population
and relative abundance of land in Ulster allowed for the use of a low intensity
‘long fallow’ system of agriculture, in which crops were rotated in temporarily
enclosed fields for two to three years, after which these areas were left to
pasture for a period of ten or more years (Nicholls 2008: 411; Nicholls and
Quinn 2009: 34; Nicholls 2012: 110). In this model, the land was worked by the
labouring classes on a ‘metayage’ basis, in which the landlord received a share
of the crop; perhaps a quarter or a third depending on the level of exactions
imposed by the lord, as payment for use of the land (Clarke 2009: 171). Under
this system, one can perhaps imagine small scale production of crops across
large areas of Gaelic Ulster, with smaller landholders or those occupying church
lands contributing payment in produce to the lordship or bishopric, or through
support of billeted mercenary soldiers through the system of coinnmheadh.
But there is evidence to suggest that a process of agricultural ‘modernisation’
was underway amongst larger landholders in some parts of Ulster from the
middle of the sixteenth century, influenced to an extent by tenants migrating
back to Ulster from regions within the Pale, where more intensive AngloNorman agricultural practices were employed. Seaghan Ó Néill’s attempts to

lure tenants from the English Pale has been noted previously, but Ó Néill is also
noted to have sought agricultural advice from his Anglo-Norman allies, the
Flemings of Meath, paying them some £200 for 'putting ploughs after English
sorte agoing in Tyrone and in building after English sorte’ (Fleming 1574: SP63,
12, 48) cited in (Canny 1970: 28). While these influences may account for the
bountiful fields described in in Late Medieval English accounts of Ulster, we
must also consider that in the turbulent political atmosphere of the sixteenth
century, standing crops were a huge liability, and would have required stout
defence against neighbouring Gaelic rivals, and increasingly from English crown
forces, throughout the growing period.
It has been noted that Seaghan Ó Néill’s belief in a lasting peace in the midsixteenth century was evidenced by him planting wheat, a ‘civilised’ crop which
in the north of Ireland required a particularly long growing season of ten months
(Morgan 1988: 20). Feehan (2003: 84) notes that Clann Ó Néill discouraged
arable farming in border areas to deprive encroaching armies of sustenance in
the field, and the harassment techniques employed by more powerful Gaelic
lords to bring smaller lords and landholders under their control (Donnelly and
Murphy 2018: 110, 111, 113) suggest that arable farming in Ulster required not
only manpower for cultivation, but a degree of ‘muscle’ to discourage or prevent
destruction of standing crops (Nicholls 2012: 113). For example, despite hoping
for a lasting peace in the 1560s, Seaghan Ó Néill is credited with having burned
the crops and houses of the neighbouring Mag Uidhir lordship and killed some
300 of the labouring classes there in 1562, and some years later in 1580
Toirdhealbhach Luinneach Ó Néill visited a similar fate on the Mag Aonghusa
lordship in eastern Ulster, cutting down corn and raiding almost 1000 head of
livestock (Morgan 1988: 21). The fact that tillage may have been a more
prominent feature on church lands than on secular ones (Nicholls 2008: 399),
may have reflected the protection from predation offered by the powerful
bishoprics in Gaelic areas; a moral as opposed to a physical ‘muscle’. We can
imagine then, a situation in sixteenth-century Ulster, where arable farming has,
at least partially, shifted from a small-scale pursuit practiced by the many, to a
larger scale, more intensive process practiced by, or subject to the protection of,
Ulster’s powerful leading lordhsips.

5.4 Pastoralism
While the presence of arable farming is beyond dispute in Ulster, Late Medieval
Ireland as a whole is considered to have been predominantly pastoral in nature
(O'Conor 1998: 100, 101; Connolly 2007: 18). As the political turmoil of the in
Late Medieval period increased (Nicholls 2012: 110), pastoralism appears to
have taken on a more prominent role in the economy in both Anglo-Norman and
Gaelic cultural regions in Ireland (Bennett 2018: 349, 350; Murphy 2018: 411,
412). Indeed Nicholls (2008: 410, 411) has even gone so far as to suggest that
pastoralism was both a result of, and contributing factor to violence in in Late
Medieval Ireland, as the temptation to raid a neighbour’s herds contributed to a
‘climate of ready violence’. While the shift to pastoralism in the in Late Medieval
period has in the past been viewed as a result of a resurgence of Gaelic
traditions across Ireland, or a decline in Anglo-Norman cultural influence, a
similar re-orientation of agriculture was in fact happening all over Europe as a
result of a wider process of population decline (Murphy 2018: 411, 412).
Pastoralism was both a less risky strategy in times of war (Nicholls 2008: 410,
411), and a less labour intensive form of subsistence well suited to regions of
low population density (Simms 2018a: 417); a fact reflected in the
predominance of pastoral forms of agriculture in Ulster well into the seventeenth
century, at which time population density remained stubbornly low (Andrews
2009: 457; Moody 2009: xlviii). It has also been suggested that the large
numbers of mercenary soldiers present in the increasingly militarised Gaelic
Ulster, and the significant proportion of the population who considered or
imagined themselves descendants of noble lineage, while reluctant to stoop to
the manual labour of tillage, may have been convinced to act as herdsmen,
particularly during periods in which they were not involved in combat (Nicholls
2008: 410; Nicholls 2012: 110). This might include protecting herds from raiding,
and from more natural predators such as the wolves still present in the medieval
Irish landscape (Butlin 2009: 153).
While arable farming had a place in the economy of in Late Medieval Gaelic
Ireland (Butlin 2009: 153), cattle, and to a lesser extent sheep were its
mainstays (Connolly 2007: 18; Glasscock 2008: 226; Nicholls 2008: 413, 415),
and the numbers of animals present in Ulster are impressive. It is estimated in

English state papers for Ireland that Aodh Ó Néill in the closing years of the
sixteenth century owned upwards of 120,000 ‘milch cows’ in Tyrone, with ‘three
times more of barren kine besides other cattle’, and that a single raid into Louth
may have netted him as many as ‘2,000 cows, 1,000 garrauds [garrans, or
small horses], 4,000 sheep and swine’ (Butlin 2009: 153). The numbers of cattle
possessed by his somewhat less prominent relatives are also impressive. The
son, grandson and cousin of Toirdhealbhach Luinneach Ó Néill each possessed
two thousand head (Nicholls 2012: 114, 115). The ongoing ‘creaching’ or cattle
raiding that was a feature of Gaelic Ulster is noted as concentrating the
ownership of cattle in the hands of the most powerful in society; those who
could take them from weaker owners, and guard them effectively against
counter raiding (Nicholls 2008: 414), and it seems likely that the locally powerful
sept leaders would have developed significant numbers of livestock in this
manner. Even a conservative underestimation of the figures above, based on
the potential for exaggeration in such reports, indicates that large herds of
livestock were a feature of the Late Medieval landscape in Ulster. The export of
large numbers of hides from Gaelic areas of Ireland throughout the Medieval
period (discussed in more detail in section 4.2), further supports the presence of
large herds of cattle in areas like western Ulster.
5.5 Booleying
Returning to the question of settlement, what does the balance of arable and
pastoral forms of agriculture tell us about the permanence of Gaelic settlement
in Ulster? The occurrence of arable farming, in some cases on a large scale,
indicates that groups of workers came together at certain times of the year to
complete labour intensive field work, but to what extent did these groups remain
in place after this period of intensive field work was completed? In common with
many other parts of medieval western and northern Europe, the Gaelic Irish
practiced transhumance (Ó Danachair 1983: 36; Connolly 2007: 19; Gardiner
2015: 53, 54), ‘a rhythmic seasonal movement’ of animals and their attendants
from winter to summer grazing areas (Butlin 2009: 152, 153). The English name
for this process in Ireland, ‘booleying’, is considered to be derived from the Irish
word buaile which has been interpreted to mean a cattle enclosure (Ó Moghráin
1944: 45, 46), and by others to mean a summer milking place (Mac Aodha 1962:
243; Ó Dónaill 1977; Watt 2008: 331; Costello 2015: 47, 48).

Booleying was primarily a ‘natural response to seasonal availability of mountain
and bog grazing’ (Watt 2008: 331), where community resources were
complemented by the exploitation of outlying land (Clarke 2009: 173). This
movement of livestock not only made use of distant grazing land, but in the
absence of a hay making tradition in Gaelic Ireland (Nicholls 2012: 115), may
have preserved standing winter fodder in lowland areas (Connolly 2007: 19;
Nicholls 2008: 415; Costello 2015: 47). Although it is unclear if animal welfare
was foremost in the minds of medieval cattle attendants, the balance of
nutrients offered through variation in pasture for grazing animals is now
recognised as beneficial for warding off diseases linked to mineral deficiencies
in cattle (Downey 2015: 43, 44; Gardiner 2015: 59). It has been suggested that
the change of scenery associated with booleying had benefits for both livestock
and their human guardians (Ó Danachair 1983: 36). Booleying can also be
considered a practical method for integrating livestock keeping with open field
cultivation (Andrews 2009: 464; Butlin 2009: 152). Tilled fields in Gaelic parts of
medieval Ireland were not permanently enclosed (Connolly 2007: 19; Nicholls
2008: 411), and as such, the removal of livestock to more distant grazing areas
may have helped to protect crops from grazing, and freed up recently manured
land for planting of additional crops (Ó Danachair 1983: 36; Costello 2015: 47;
Downey 2015: 43, 44).
Recent research into booleying in Ireland has been keen to stress that it was
not a single practice, but rather a series of related practices which may have
changed over time. The particular customs in different regions were adapted to
the needs of the community, and reflected the opportunities and limitations of
the local landscape, and the livestock that they owned (Gardiner 2015: 61-63).
For example, milking cattle would require regular attendance (compared to
sheep), as well as an abundant supply of water for the animals to drink, and for
dairying purposes. The distance between the buaile and homestead would
determine therefore the requirement for the attendants to either move for the
duration of the summer months to the bualie site, or to make regular visits there,
and estimations of the distance travelled between upland and lowland pasture
range from 4-10 miles (Ó Danachair 1983: 36, 37) to 6-16 km (Gardiner 2015:
57, 58). These factors are considered to have influenced the nature of the

bualie site, and the subsequent archaeological interpretation of booleying
practices in Ireland (Gardiner 2008: 57, 58).
Generally it is considered that booleying took place on hill or mountain pasture,
or in areas of lowland bog that dried out in summer (Bardon 2001: 64; Feehan
2003: 90; Butlin 2009: 152, 153). A number of authors have explored the more
localised specifics of transhumance in Ireland, and suggest that movement may
have been confined to the baile bó unit (Mac Aodha 1962: 243; Ó Danachair
1983: 36, 37), or within the baile biataigh; the larger unit of sept land (Mc Erlean
1983: 332). The English names of some baile biataigh are suffixed with -owtra
and -eightra (from the Irish uachtarach, upper, and íochtarach, lower) indicating
that these regions may represent the upland grazing of particular sept lands.
Thus the baile biataigh Donneleightra and Donnelowtra at Castlecaulfield in
County Tyrone, and Revelineightra and Revelinowtra on the shores of Lough
Neagh may reflect the upland and lowland grazing areas of the O’Donnelly and
O’Devlin septs respectively (Robinson 1976: 67). Indeed occurrences of ‘upper’
and ‘lower’ suffixes are common in the English names of baronies, civil parishes,
and townlands across Ireland today (Irish Townlands 2018).
In addition to the evidence indicated in Irish place names, the understanding of
booleying practices in medieval Ireland is based on a mixture of historical
accounts and archaeological data. The historical evidence for pre-Modern era
booleying has been summarised in Kelly (1997: 43-45) and Lucas (1989: 60-64),
and although somewhat sparse, these sources confirm that transhumance was
practiced in Ireland at this time (Gardiner 2015: 56). The Old Irish law tracts
discussed in Ó Moghrain (1944: 47) speak of ‘…going out about, May Day from
the green of the old [winter] residence to a summer pasture…’, and of
" …leaving the grass-land for the old residence about November Day’. Although
not clearly dated, these sources are estimated to have been written in the Early
or High Medieval period. Somewhat later, the account of a pilgrimage to St.
Patricks Purgatory at Lough Derg, County Donegal, by the Catalan Viscount
Ramon de Perrelós in 1397 describes how:
“For the most part their dwellings are commonly near the cattle; and with the
cattle they make their dwellings; and one day, when the pastures are consumed,

they decamp like the bedouins of Barbary and the land of the sultan and move
their town and all go off together” (de Perellós 2012: 9).
One of the more frequently quoted references to booleying in in Late Medieval
Ireland is that made by Edmund Spenser’s imaginary creation Irenius, who
describes how,
“…there is one use amongst them, to keepe their Cattell, and to live them
selves the most part of the yeare in Bollies, pasturinge upon the mountaines
and wast wyld places; and removing still to freshe land, as they have
depastured the former dayes” (Spencer 1894).
Another much later historical account from the Modern era, written by ‘the
eminent latinist and historian’ Roderick O’Flaherty in 1684 (O'Flaherty 1846),
describes how the ongoing booleying tradition complemented the lowland
production of arable crops, and was considered by the author a particularly pure
expression of Gaelic culture in Ireland (Andrews 2009: 464).

Fig. 14. Four oval-shaped buildings Co. Antrim from Gardiner 2018: 198. The probable
entrances are marked by broad arrows and the hearths by cross-hatching.

In addition to historical accounts, some excavation of possible booley structures
has taken place in the uplands of Mayo and Galway in Connaught, and in
counties Down and Antrim in eastern Ulster (for example see figure 14), where
the structures have partially survived in areas where little subsequent
disturbance

has

occurred,

although

these

excavations

have

yielded

‘chronologically ambiguous’ results (Horning 2013b: 36; Gardiner 2015: 54, 56).
The survival of such structures in exclusively marginal upland environments is
recognised as potentially skewing interpretations of in Late Medieval rural
settlement (Horning 2013b: 36). It has been suggested that many of these
excavation locations represent the personal research interests of the
archaeologists involved (Costello 2015: 54; Gardiner 2015: 54), and that extant
booley sites may yet be found in other less well explored upland areas in
Ireland (O'Conor 1998: 96). The small number of structures excavated thus far
have largely been found in clusters, separated from one another by ‘tens of
metres’, and suggestive of booleying as a communal practice (Costello 2015:
56; Gardiner 2015: 67). The presence of a large circular enclosure in the vicinity
of an excavation on Slemish mountain, Co. Antrim (Gardiner 2015: 59, 60) is
note-worthy, as it presents the possibility that
some booleying attendants may have made use of long abandoned enclosed
settlement sites. The paucity of artifactual finds at excavation sites are noted,
and explained both in terms of the perishable nature of the materials in relation
to the acidity of the soil at these locations, or perhaps more likely, as a result of
the belongings of those attending the cattle being removed once the summer
grazing season had ended (Horning 2013b: 37-39; Costello 2015: 54).
In the absence of substantial historical and archaeological evidence regarding
the details of booleying practices in medieval Ireland, understanding of these
practices is driven by more recent historical and ethnographic accounts of
transhumance in Ireland from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The
Ordnance Survey carried out in Ulster in the 1830s makes reference to
transhumant practices in Ulster, noting for example, that every family in the
parishes of Ballynascreen, Desertmartin and Kilcronaghan in present day
County Derry, left their homes in May for the Sperrin uplands (Day and
McWilliams 1995: 119) cited in (Gardiner 2015: 57, 58). There are frequent
references to transhumance in the files of the Irish Folklore Collection, and we

owe much to the work of Irish ethnographers working in the first half of the
twentieth century (Morris 1939: 288, 289; Ó Duilearga 1939b: 295-297; Ó
Cathasaigh 1943: 159, 160; Ó hEochaidh 1943: 130-158; Ó Moghráin 1943:
161-172; Ó Danachair 1945: 248-252), who captured the memories of elderly
people in Ireland with knowledge of late nineteenth century booleying practices
(Costello 2015: 48). Memories of transhumance have been recorded for 25 of
the 32 counties on the island of Ireland, due in large part to the work of the Irish
Folklore Commission (Ó Danachair 1983: 36).
We learn from these accounts that booley shelters were prepared in advance of
the animal’s arrival, with dairying vessels, bedclothes, cooking equipment, and
small items of furniture moved from the core settlement to the buaile as
necessary. Young women appear more commonly than men to have tended
and milked the cattle at this time, in addition to producing butter and cheese,
and spinning wool onsite. Family members are recorded as visiting to collect
produce, bringing with them supplies of food (Gardiner 2015: 57). While some
of this information is potentially indicative of more ancient booleying practices,
Gardiner (2015: 54) cautions against projecting these accounts back to older
historical periods. For example, animal attendants prior to 1700 may have had
to contend with attacks from wolves common in Ireland up to this time (Costello
2015: 60), and the threat from cattle raiding and harrowing in the in Late
Medieval period in Ulster, no doubt changed the complexion of booleying
practices. In addition, variations between the Medieval and Modern climate or
landscape, such as the presence of more extensive woodland in in Late
Medieval Ulster, may have had some bearing on booley locations and practices.
From the summary of arable and pastoral influences in Gaelic Ireland, one can
begin to see that the post and wattle structures described in the cartographic
evidence and in historic accounts of the period are relatively well suited to a life
of impermanence. It is perhaps not surprising that in observing the seasonal
movements of the Gaelic Irish, some late and post-medieval writers concluded
that these population groups were nomadic (O'Conor 1998: 96; Bardon 2001:
64; Watt 2008: 331). Other forms of movement of animals and their human
attendants are known in in Late Medieval Gaelic Ireland which while

superficially sharing some of the characteristics of booleying, benefit from
consideration as separate and distinct processes (Andrews 2009: 464).

5.6 Creaghting
The Gaelic Irish practice of caoraigheacht is described by Simms (2018a: 417)
as the movement of amalgamated herds of cattle and sheep and their peasant
owners, organised under a single leader from the minor nobility, and by Nicholls
and Quinn (2009: 35) as the movement of great herds of horse and cattle
possessed by lords and persons of importance together with herdsmen, guards
and dependents. While the owners and leaders of the herds in these
descriptions appear to be at odds with one another, the term caoraigheacht,
much like the term booley described previously, appears to have had different
meanings under different circumstances. In times of war, the caoraigheacht
adheres more closely to the former description, and in times of peace to the
latter. It is perhaps not surprising then that the practice of ‘creaghting’ as it has
been translated into English (although a wide variety of additional spellings such
as creaght, crayte, keiriaght, kirriaght, keryaghte, kyriaghty, creaghting, and
creatinge are reported) (Robinson 2000a: 29; Nicholls 2008: 413; Nicholls 2012:
114, 115) has not been clearly distinguished in the literature from the
transhumance described previously. After all, both involve the movement of
cattle, attendants, and temporary shelters in the landscape.
To add to this confusion, the term ‘creaght’ has been confused in the
seventeenth century with creach, a term referring to a cattle raid, and the
aforementioned word ‘creat’, derived from the Irish cretach which refers to the
timber framework of the temporary shelters commonly inhabited by the in Late
Medieval Gaelic Irish non-nobles described previously (Robinson 2000a: 29;
Nicholls 2012: 114, 115). The casual replacement of terms relating to booleying
and creaghting, based on misinterpretations in seventeenth century historical
accounts is noted to have obscured their specific meanings in more recent
literature (Simms 1986: 379, 380; Nicholls and Quinn 2009: 35; Nicholls 2012:
114, 115; Gardiner 2018a: 195, 197). For example Robinson’s (1976: 62)
description of creaghting as the practice of moving cattle to and from upland
summer pastures, is clearly referring to transhumance. A closer look at the
peace and wartime function of caoraigheacht will show that while they may
have been inspired by long established transhumant practices, they are quite
different in nature from booleying, and from one another.

Caoraigheacht in peacetime appear to have been of two sorts. In the first
instance there were the large herds of the leading nobles. As in earlier times,
cattle were a source of trade and wealth in Ireland, and the large herds
amassed by those at the top of the ladder required constant attention, both to
graze, milk, and care for the animal’s needs, and to protect the animals from
predation and raiding. The herds are believed to have travelled with their lords
as they moved around in the landscape (O'Dowd 1986: 130), but even during
periods in which the lord stayed in one place, the grazing requirements of the
animals would necessitate moving over an area of land relative to the size of
the herd. As described previously, Ó Néill’s herds in the in Late Medieval period
were measured in the thousands, and the expansion by a small number of
families in western Ulster in the in Late Medieval period- notably the Ó Néill, Ó
Domhnaill, and the Mag Uidhir, at the expense of lesser lords, must have seen
the emergence of great stores of wealth, realised in livestock, across all of
western Ulster. These types of large herds were not confined to the great
lordships of western Ulster however, with almost as many Anglo-Irish as GaelicIrish nobles leading caoraigheacht in the in Late Medieval period. Simms (1986:
381) notes that caoraigheacht were a feature not just amongst the ‘degenerate’
English who had fallen into a more Gaelic cultural mode, such as the Burkes
and the Prenderghasts of Mayo (Freeman 1944: 414, 444), and the Mic Cuilinn
and Savages of East Ulster (MacCarthy 1895: 126), but amongst more
‘respectable’ inhabitants of the periphery of the English Pale, such as Sir
Nicholas Taaf, and Roger and John Gernon in County Louth (Chart 1935: 68).
Nor were the caoraigheacht limited to the social elite. The second instance of
peacetime caoraigheacht in Late Medieval Ireland are those led by an
exceptionally mobile class in society made up from ‘Rhymers, outlaws and
felons’ (Simms 1986: 383). The ‘rhymers’ referred to here, are the class of
wandering poets, whose lives were particularly well suited to pastoralism. The
‘quasi-sacred’ status afforded to these fileadha allowed them to wander through
even hostile territories without fear of attack, although there are occasional
incidences of poets being slain (Nicholls 2008: 414). The Annals of Connacht
allude to herds of mixed livestock accompanying the poet Niall Ó hUiginn and
his entourage as they travelled around in the landscape (Freeman 1944: 422)

cited in (Simms 1986: 380), and the Annals of Ulster refer to the great
caoraigheacht of Flann Mac Conmidhe (MacCarthy 1895: 608) cited in (Simms
1986: 380; Nicholls 2008: 414). This class of caoraigheacht leaders also
includes mercenary captains, who despite not owning their own lands, were
often paid for their services in cattle, and the ‘outlaws and felons’ who acquired
their cattle by other means. These caoraigheacht may have paid for grazing
rights on the land that they passed through, perhaps by offering their services,
(Nicholls 2008: 413; Simms 2018a: 417, 418), or may have grazed their herds
on unoccupied or unused lands (Nicholls and Quinn 2009: 35). While one can
imagine landowners in underpopulated regions occasionally profiting from this
type of grazing, it is not difficult to imagine how the transitory nature of the
arrangements were open to abuse, both by noble lords, and felons and outlaws
alike.
Herds could be employed as part of a process of low intensity warfare
described previously, causing damage to a rivals crops and forcing their
submission, and evidence of such aggressive grazing can be found in the
historical record (Simms 2018a: 417, 418). In the early fifteenth century, the
primate of Armagh warns of excommunication for ‘those who devour, destroy
and waste [ecclesiastical persons] corn or meadows with their horses, or
otherwise maliciously’, and mid-way through the century, the younger sons of
the Great Ó Néill are made to promise that they would not allow any of their
subjects to inhabit the lands of church tenants or lay waste their pastures and
standing corn, (Simms 1977: 76) cited in (Simms 1986: 383). It is perhaps not
difficult to imagine a situation in which the tenants of the church or other small
landholders, returning at harvest time from their summer buaile, found that their
standing winter fodder or crops were devoured in their absence by the passing
caoraigheacht of an aggressively expanding neighbouring rival lord, or an
outlaw or felon. This is considered to have created a situation where
agriculturalists

were

‘harassed,

expelled

and

replaced’

by

aggressive

pastoralists in Ulster from the fifteenth century onwards (Simms 1986: 382, 383).
As the

Late Medieval period moved onward, this type of low level warfare

created a new class of creaght more akin to that described previously as the
amalgamated herds of cattle and sheep and their peasant owners, organised

under a single leader from the minor nobility (Nicholls and Quinn 2009: 35). This
third class, which occurs when the group is expelled from its territory must, in
turn, replicate the act of aggressive grazing to ensure the well-being of their
own herds (Gardiner 2018a: 196), and it is perhaps not surprising that a number
of high profile historians have concluded that by the sixteenth century, much of
the

population

of

western

Ulster

were

organised

into

caoraigheacht

(Prendergast 1855: 422, 423; Simms 1986: 384; Nicholls and Quinn 2009: 35).
A higher rate of expulsion in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries may be related
to a phenomenon known as the ‘expanding clans’, in which increasingly
numerous off-spring of the elite in Gaelic Ulster created a downward pressure
on lesser landholders, contributing to their eventual dispossession (Morgan
1988: 13; Nicholls and Quinn 2009: 35; Nicholls 2012: 10-12; Simms 2018a:
416). The pace at which the transition from mixed agricultural to a mobile
creaght-based society occurs is supported by the absence of the word
caoraigheacht in the historical Irish literature before 1390, and the frequent
references thereafter (Simms 1986: 380), and Simms goes on to suggest that:
“…the spread of a term which could imply a permanent state of nomadry
[caoraigheachta] at the expense of a word expressing temporary displacement
[imirceadha], [gives] a significant hint as to the direction in which society and
economy were developing in the north of Ireland during the later middle ages”
(Simms 1986: 390).
Indeed the 1610 account of rent formerly paid to Aodh Ó Néill given by Sir Toby
Caulfield (Russell and Prendergast 1874: 533) cited in (Gardiner 2018b: 196)
and (Simms 1986: 383) shows that rents outside of the lord’s lucht tighe
(mensal lands) were levied on the numbers of cattle grazed, with the cattle
counted twice a year by Ó Néill’s officers, indicating that arable farming had
been much reduced outside of mensal lands in Tyrone by the beginning of the
seventeenth century.
While the aggressive grazing of the Late Medieval period in Ulster could
justifiably be described as a ‘war-time’ experience, there were of course more
catastrophic acts of war in in Late Medieval Ulster, where risk to human life was
a serious consideration. In cases where a hostile enemy was encroaching into

western Ulster, as it was during the final years of the Nine Years War, the
grazing of the herds may have become a secondary fact, as large groups of
people and their animals wandered into neighbouring lordships, or escaped to
remote regions to stay out of harm’s way (Simms 1986: 379; Nicholls 2008: 413,
414; Nicholls 2012: 114, 115; Simms 2018a: 417, 418). In times of war the
caoraigheacht could give support and succour to Gaelic Irish forces, and the
importance of the herd to their attendants is illustrated by Fynes Morryson when
he describes how when being pursued by English forces, the caoraigheacht
‘fight for them as for their religion and life’ (Moryson 1735: 230). A continuation
of the caoraigheacht can be found in Ulster in this respect into the Early Modern
period, where in the 1640s they can be found as semi-militaristic units in the
Catholic Rebellion of 1641, following and supporting the confederate army of
Ulster (O'Dowd 1986: 130; Simms 1986: 384; Ohlmeyer 1998: 145; Nicholls and
Quinn 2009: 35), and again toward the end of the seventeenth century as a
feature of the Williamite Jacobite wars (Stevens and Murray 1912: 161).
Given the mobility of the population of western Ulster in the in Late Medieval
period, to what extent could this society be considered nomadic? As noted in
the introduction to this chapter, Gardiner (2018a: 206, 207) argues that the rich
network of place names in Ulster, and the well-established boundaries in this
region reflects a ‘deep and enduring sense of place’ that does not correspond
with that of nomadic peoples. While it seems that some of the Late Medieval
population of Ulster was extremely mobile, creaghting was a relatively recently
established practice in Late Medieval Ulster. It is possible that the transition to a
nomadic way of life, following a long, previously more sedentary period, would
allow such a sense of place to develop. While it seems possible that a form of
forced wandering had developed amongst the Gaelic lower classes in the
sixteenth century, it may be more useful to consider Late Medieval Ulster as a
region at a transition point, where the consolidation of power amongst an
increasingly smaller number of Gaelic nobles, and a shift toward larger scale,
more intense arable farming by a small number of powerful nobles, had created
a temporary displacement of the most vulnerable demographic at the bottom of
the societal ladder. The ramping up of hostilities between Gaelic and English
forces in the second half of the sixteenth century, likely exacerbated and
transformed the nature of this displacement conferring both a refugee and

quasi-militaristic status on the caoraigheacht. In almost all cases, it appears that
such caoraigheacht had not chosen to become transitory population groups,
and their formation might be considered a ‘pragmatic, adaptable and tactically
improvisational’ (Tait 2018: 285) response to the catastrophe of all and out war,
or a response to the growing pains of a shift to modernity amongst their Gaelic
lords; itself a function of wider European Renaissance driven forces outside of
their control.

6. Trade and Raw Materials
6.1 Introduction
This chapter explores the nature of trade in Late Medieval Ireland as a means
to understand the nature of the material culture of western Ulster at this time. As
with past research on Late Medieval mobility described in chapter 5, a lack of
detailed, evidence based research has contributed to the establishment of
grand historical narratives in relation to trade, manufacturing and raw materials
in Ireland at this time. The following chapter attempts to extract information
pertinent to the material culture of wester Ulster from what in many cases
amounts to historical generalisations. The limited historical understanding of
trade and manufacturing in Late Medieval Ireland highlights the need for more
detailed material culture studies within the Irish archaeological sector.
Given Irelands proximity to England, and the presence of the Anglo-Norman
colony in Ireland in the Late Medieval period, it is perhaps not surprising that
Anglo-Irish trade made up a significant proportion of Ireland’s overseas trade at
this time. However, the restrictions on direct trade between England and Gaelic
Ireland, including the lordships that made up the Great Irishry in western Ulster,
saw much of the official trading activity concentrated on the ports of the AngloNorman settlers south of a line between Galway and Drogheda (Childs and
OʼNeill 2008: 495; Gillespie 2018: 536). The port of Chester predominantly
serviced Anglo-Norman ports in Ireland stretching from Drogheda in the
northeast to Dublin, while the ports of Bristol and later Bridgewater serviced the
Anglo-Norman south eastern ports of Wexford and Waterford, as well as the
ports of corporate towns along the southern and western coast including Dingle,
Limerick and Galway. There was also some modest trade with ports in Wales,
Devon and Cornwall throughout the Late Medieval period (Childs and OʼNeill
2008: 495).
Outside of the British mainland, trade took place between Ireland and Flanders
from the thirteenth century onwards, and this was an important market for
Ireland’s hide and wool exports (Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 495). While there had
been direct trade between the Anglo-Norman colonies in Ireland and Normandy
in France in the thirteenth century, the onset of the Hundred Years War in 1337

disrupted much of the trade between the two countries until the early sixteenth
century. Trade with the Bordeaux region, which remained in English control until
the battle of Castillon in 1453, was somewhat more accessible than with the
more northern ports of Normandy, Britanny, and La Rochelle in the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries, and a trade in wine with Bordeaux, exchanged for Irish
hides and corn, continued throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.
Trading between Ireland and Spain became more common from the midfourteenth century onward, and with Portugal from the end of the fourteenth
century, and these trading contacts were especially important for the ports
along Irelands west coast (Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 496-498). The trading
relationship between Ireland and Spain was significantly strengthened in the
mid-fifteenth century following a shift in the annual migrations of herring from
the Baltic Sea southward into the North Sea, Irish Sea, and the Atlantic Ocean,
which drew Spanish, Basque, and English commercial fishing vessels to these
waters (Bennett 2018: 349; Simms 2018a: 419, 420). While the Hanseatic
League had pushed westward into the Atlantic by the end of the fourteenth
century, they do not appear to have had a significant impact on Irish trade.
Irelands remote northwesterly position in the Atlantic may have limited direct
trade between Ireland and the Hansards as it did with traders in the eastern
Mediterranean (Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 493, 494).

Fig. 15. Northern ports in the Later Middle Ages after Childs and O’Neill 2008: 499

While trading records represent a valuable tool for understanding Gaelic Irish
material culture in the Late Medieval period, a number of challenges are noted
in this approach. As with other historical documentation relating to Ireland in the
in Late Medieval period, trading records are fragmentary, and as such the true
volume of trade is not always clear (Flavin 2018a: 321, 322). As trading
between England and Gaelic Ireland was restricted, Anglo-Irish records only
record transactions between English and Anglo-Norman ports in Ireland
(Gillespie 2018: 535, 536). While the evidence indicates that so called ‘grey’
merchants helped Gaelic Irish goods find their way into Anglo-Norman ports for
export, as well as distributing imports amongst the Gaelic population (Nicholls
2012: 120, 121; Gillespie 2018: 538; Simms 2018a: 419), the ‘grey’ nature of
this process obscures the specific origins, destinations, and volumes of goods
coming and going from Gaelic Irish territories through Anglo-Norman ports. In
addition, while mainland European ports are considered to have traded with
smaller northwestern ports such as at Sligo, the Moy estuary, and Assaroe near
present day Ballyshannon in County Donegal (Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 499;
Nicholls 2012: 120) (Fig.15), with goods sometimes moved from larger to
smaller ships for redistribution (Glasscock 2008: 237), the question of ‘illicit’
trade between Gaelic Irish ports in Lough Swilly and Lough Foyle, and politically

sympathetic traders in Scotland and France for example, has yet to be fully
explored (Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 516; Butlin 2009: 163-165). This is despite
the fact that a long-standing, regular, and large-scale trading relationship is
known to have existed between Scotland and the north of Ireland (O'Dowd 1986:
130, 131).
An overall analysis of Irish trade in the Late Medieval period reveals some
broad socio-economic patterns that impacted the volume and diversity of Irish
imports and exports at this time. Generally speaking, overseas trade flourished
in the thirteenth century, and declined from the fourteenth into the fifteenth
century, due in large part to the population decline across Europe as a result of
the bubonic plague in the mid-fourteenth century (Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 515).
Europe’s increasing focus on Atlantic trade from the fifteenth century onwards
reduced the significance of Irelands previously isolated northwestern position,
and opened Irelands ports to a greater diversity and volume of continental
goods (Bennett 2018: 330). The costs inherent in the militarisation of Ulster in
the sixteenth century had an important impact on trade, and are considered to
have increased the economic output of the Gaelic Irish lordships in Ulster at this
time, both to pay the wages of gallóglaigh, and to pay for arms and munitions
(Morgan 1988: 22; Gillespie 2018: 537, 538). The increase in trade with
Scotland in the second half of the sixteenth century contributed to the
development of market centres at Lifford and Strabane (Morgan 1988: 22), and
the market patents granted to Aodh Ó Néill for the settlements at Dungannon,
Omagh, and Armagh in 1587 indicate that the ‘gift’ based economy in this
lordship was transitioning toward a market economy some decades before the
Plantation of Ulster (Gillespie 2018: 539).
6.2 Imports and Exports
While there are variations in the relative volume and destinations of Ireland’s
staple exports over time, fish, hides, and wool and linen yarn and cloth were
consistently important Irish exports throughout the Late Medieval period. A wide
variety of animal skins show up in trade records including sheep, kidd, goat,
deer, fawn, rabbit and hare, and somewhat more exotic skins such as squirrel,
martin, otter, fox, and even wolf. Exports also included timber, wax, tallow, corn

and butter at various periods throughout the Late Medieval period (O'Dowd
1986: 130, 131; Bardon 2001: 48; Connolly 2007: 279; Childs and OʼNeill 2008:
492, 498-505; Glasscock 2008: 236-238; Butlin 2009: 164; Nicholls and Quinn
2009: 36, 37; Nicholls 2012: 120, 121; Bennett 2018: 349; Gillespie 2018: 536).
Imports likewise varied in volume and destination across the Late Medieval
period, and wine, iron, salt, and textiles are noted amongst the most prevalent
goods. Smaller volumes of goods useful in the preparation and dying of
unfinished textiles such as alum and soap were imported, as were
manufactured metal items such as horseshoes, nails, and small amounts of
‘battery ware’- brass and copper pots, pans, and kettles. Foodstuffs such as
honey, beans, corn, malt, and ‘old wine’, described as ‘unsaleable’ or
‘undrinkable among the English’ (Simms 2018a: 420) are noted amongst
Irelands imports (O'Dowd 1986: 130, 131; Bardon 2001: 48; Connolly 2007: 279;
Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 506-508; Glasscock 2008: 236-238; Butlin 2009: 164;
Nicholls and Quinn 2009: 36, 37; Nicholls 2012: 120, 121; Bennett 2018: 349;
Gillespie 2018: 536). So what can Ireland’s Late Medieval imports and exports
tell us about life in western Ulster?
As can be seen from the lists above, Ireland generally exported raw materials or
natural resources, and imported manufactured and ‘luxury’ goods (Nicholls and
Quinn 2009: 37, 38), and the relative dearth of manufactured exports has been
presented as evidence for Ireland’s industrial underdevelopment in the Late
Medieval period (O'Dowd 1986: 130; Butlin 2009: 165). Gillespie (2018: 538)
has suggested that the ‘adversity to risk’ that featured heavily in Gaelic Ireland
as a result of the uncertainty inherent in its administrative systems, contributed
to a conservatism in economic life which limited the kinds of specialisation
necessary for industrial development. In addition, Gillespie notes that
craftspeople were not highly regarded in Gaelic Irish society, and as such there
was a shortage of the skills necessary to add value to domestic natural
resources by manufacturing finished goods in Ireland prior to export (Gillespie
2018: 538). While more basic specialists such as blacksmiths, carpenters,
weavers, and shoe makers were almost certainly present in Gaelic society, it is
likely that their activities were carried out ‘part-time’, in addition to the
agricultural work necessary for subsistence (O'Dowd 1986: 130, 131; Nicholls
2012: 119), and imports of minimally manufactured goods such as iron nails

and horseshoes may suggest something about the limitations on manufacturing
in Late Medieval Gaelic Ireland.
6.2.1 Textiles
This point must be balanced with the fact that significant quantities of finished
textiles including linen, and various coarse woollen cloths were exported from
Ireland in the Late Medieval period, despite little being known about the
manufacture of these goods (Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 503; Nicholls 2012: 110).
Besides the linen destined for export, considerable volumes were necessary for
domestic consumption, with some of the garments of female Gaelic elites
estimated to have employed as much as thirty to thirty-five metres of linen cloth
in their production (Nicholls 2012: 120). By the sixteenth century, linen
undergarments are noted to have replaced the ‘rags' worn beneath the woollen
mantles of the labouring classes in Gaelic Ireland in earlier times (Simms 2018a:
420). While Galway merchants appear to have controlled the production of linen
in the surrounding Gaelic territories (Simms 2018a: 418), and Kilkenny
merchants may have done the same in the south-east of the country (Childs
and OʼNeill 2008: 503), it has been suggested that the Gaelic Irish themselves
showed little interest in working the linen yarn they produced into cloth
(Gillespie 2018: 537, 538). While many of the experienced Irish cloth workers
who produced wool for export in the thirteenth century had settled in England by
the mid-fourteenth century (Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 502), it has been
suggested that woollen cloth production may have continued to take place
within church land holdings in southern Ireland, as it did in parts of England
(Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 500). What little textile production that did take place
within the secular lordships and church lands in Ulster is considered to have
occurred on a small scale, perhaps within individual land holdings (Robinson
1976: 68; O'Dowd 1986: 130). The absence of Gaelic accounts relating to linen
and woollen cloth production may indicate that these activities were carried out
by the labouring classes (Nicholls 2012: 110).
6.2.2 Hides

It is also notable that the large numbers of hides exported from Ireland were
unfinished, and do not appear to have been tanned prior to export (Connolly
2007: 279). Some of the salt imported into Ireland is considered to have been
used to preserve the hides until they could be processed elsewhere (Butlin
2009: 164, 165). The lack of investment in the development of tanneries
(Robinson 1976: 68) further supports the idea that industrial development was
undermined by the reluctance toward capital development common amongst
the Gaelic Irish, and suggests that exploitation of woodlands for the bark
material necessary for vegetal tanning was insubstantial. As with yarn and cloth
production, the hide trade also demonstrates the ‘vital interdependence of town
merchants on hinterland suppliers’ (Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 501) in Ireland.
While it is clear that cow hides, and to a lesser extent the hides of calves, sheep,
and lambs (Nicholls and Quinn 2009: 37), found their way from western Ulster
into towns like Carrickfergus, Drogheda, Sligo and Galway for export (Childs
and OʼNeill 2008: 501, 502), much less is understood about the extent to which
hides were retained for the domestic production of goods and clothing. A cow
hide was presumably a valuable item, even for members of the landholding
classes, and as such, the preference may have been to trade this material
rather than retain it for domestic use. Certainly leather was used in Gaelic
Ireland where there was a practical requirement; for example in the quilted
leather ‘jack’ described as having been worn by Irish horsemen in the late
fifteenth century (Nicholls 2012: 83), but little is known of its use amongst the
labouring classes. This raises interesting questions about the leather shoes
included in this research. If such items were part of the labouring class material
culture at all, it seems possible that they were produced from offcuts from hide
processing, rather than from hides deliberately traded or retained for this
purpose.
6.2.3 Fish
A third major export mentioned in the historic documentation was fish, which by
the sixteenth century, and possibly earlier may have been on par with the value
of hide exports (Nicholls and Quinn 2009: 36). While fish had been an important
export form the fourteenth century onwards (Bennett 2018: 349) and probably
before (Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 503, 504), the southwards shift in the annual

herring migrations in the mid-fifteenth century described previously (Bennett
2018: 349; Simms 2018a: 419, 420), saw a significant increase in commercial
fishing activity off Ireland’s coasts, and those in the north-west of Ireland were
no exception (O’Reilly 2018: 389). Lough Swilly was noted for its ‘excellent
good herring fishing for two months in the later end of summer’ (Pentland
Mahaffy 1912: 94), and the herring fishery off Aran Island in County Donegal
was considered amongst the most valuable in Ireland at this time (Nicholls 2012:
121). The maritime lordships of Gaelic Ulster financially benefitted from the
fishing licences necessary for fishing the Atlantic coastal waters, and from the
taxes levied on foreign fleets to land, salt or smoke the catch prior to export,
and to dry and mend their nets in coastal areas (O'Dowd 1986: 131; Morgan
1988: 21; Nicholls 2012: 121; Gillespie 2018: 538; Simms 2018a: 419). Such
was the economic importance of the fishing industry that in 1465, English
legislation was passed to prevent foreign fishing vessels fishing ‘among the
king’s Irish enemies’, as the licensing income was believed to have ‘advanced
and strengthened’ the maritime Gaelic lordships with ‘victuals, harness and
armour’ (Berry 1914: 353) cited in (Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 504). The coastal
communities of these lordships almost certainly benefited from the provisioning
of the commercial fishing vessels (Bennett 2018: 349), or indeed by preying on
them through piracy (Butlin 2009: 165; Bennett 2018: 349), and it has even
been suggested that a local shipbuilding industry may have existed within the Ó
Domhnaill and Ó Maille Atlantic lordships, for which no direct evidence survives
(O'Dowd 1986: 131).
In addition to rich coastal fisheries, Ireland was noted for its freshwater fishing
capacity, as described in Gernon’s early seventeenth century ‘A discourse of
Ireland’. ‘The rivers or lakes of fresh water, as the same be many, even so do
they minister abondance of fish and of salmons above all other greatest plentye’
(Quinn 1941: 160). As with the coastal fishing rights, the licensing of freshwater
fisheries is considered to have commanded considerable income for the Gaelic
lordships and monastic orders in western Ulster, as it did elsewhere in Ireland
(Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 505; Butlin 2009: 164; Nicholls 2012: 120), and
economically significant salmon and eel fisheries are noted along the river Erne
(Went 1945: 213, 214) and river Bann (Nicholls and Quinn 2009: 36, 37). The

economic value of these rivers as fisheries suggests that they served as more
than just notional boundaries for neighbouring, competing lordships in Ulster.
The presence of an extensive fishing industry in Ireland raises some interesting
questions about the material culture in the region. The frequent contact between
foreign fishing vessels in Ulster’s maritime lordships, particularly in the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries, almost certainly had implications for trade in these
areas. As noted previously, there were economic opportunities for provisioning
and otherwise supporting the commercial fishing vessels that would not have
been available in inland lordships, and it is interesting to speculate how this
wider European contact may have had an impact on the coastal material culture.
The question of how the processed catch was packed and transported has
received little or no attention in the historical literature, but with such large
numbers of fish being salted and exported, wooden barrels must surely have
been a feature of the material culture. Yet while stave built vessels are amongst
the most common Early Medieval wooden vessels in Ireland, they are curiously
absent from the material record in the later Medieval period (Earwood 1993b:
237). A number of staves discovered as stray finds in Counties Fermanagh,
Monaghan, and Mayo (Comey 2003: 73-77) which may be of possible Late
Medieval origin, are made from Taxus baccata (Yew), a wood more commonly
associated with Iron Age cooperage (Earwood 1993b: 172). Were the wooden
barrels necessary for the transport of fish and wine produced in Late Medieval
Ireland, or transported there by the fishing and trading vessels from other parts
of Europe? Little is known of the Gaelic Irish trade in cask staves in the
sixteenth century (Everett 2015: 13), but the prevalence of carved over staved
built wooden vessels in the Late Medieval material record might inform our
understanding of the extent of pre-Modern woodland exploitation in western
Ulster. The animal skins which show up in Irish export records including deer,
and more exotic skins of squirrel, marten, otter, fox and wolf (Childs and OʼNeill
2008: 502; Butlin 2009: 164; Nicholls and Quinn 2009: 36, 37), as well as birds
such as goshawks and capercaillies (Nicholls 2012: 15, 16), support the idea
that a substantial and diverse woodland habitat remained in some parts of
Ireland in the Late Medieval period.
6.2.4 Metals

Irish imports can also tell us something about Late Medieval society in western
Ulster. Excluding the major import of salt, which appears to have found a
primary use in the preservation of hides and fish for outward export (Butlin 2009:
164; Nicholls and Quinn 2009: 37; Simms 2018a: 420), the importation, as
opposed to domestic production of iron gives credence to Late Medieval
accounts which suggest that while Ireland had extensive mineral resources,
processing of iron ore was relatively uncommon in Gaelic areas (Robinson 1976:
68; Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 508, 509; Butlin 2009: 164). The lack of iron
production in the Late Medieval period in Gaelic regions like western Ulster,
further supports the notion that woodland was not industrially exploited in Gaelic
regions at this time. The relative high value of iron as an imported material may
also indicate why it was used only sparingly in some objects. For example the
iron shod wooden spades included in this research, and the light wooden
ploughs described in the historical literature (Bardon 2001: 64; Butlin 2009: 151;
Nicholls 2012: 113) appear to have used only the bare minimum of metal
necessary to produce a functional tool.
The relatively high value of iron and other metals also suggests that it may have
been uncommon for the labouring classes to have owned other objects made
from these materials. While a gridiron is mentioned amongst the dowries of
even the ‘lesser folk’ in Late Medieval Ireland (O'Dowd 1986: 308; Nicholls 2012:
76), these references may describe the smaller landholding classes, or the
labouring classes in Anglo-Norman areas. It seems unlikely that the dowries of
the labouring classes in predominantly Gaelic areas would have been recorded.
While the possibility remains that small iron items were imported to Ireland from
further afield, iron pots and gridirons are almost entirely absent from the Bristol
exports to Ireland in the sixteenth century (Flavin 2011: 201). ‘Battery goods’
including brass and copper pots, pans and kettles are mentioned as Irish
imports, but such items only make an appearance in small numbers in the
import records from Bristol to Ireland in the second half of the sixteenth century,
after which they are recorded as of high economic and social value in the wills
of their urban-dwelling owners (Flavin 2011: 142, 198, 201). Similarly pewterware does not feature amongst the imports of tableware from Bristol at all in the
sixteenth century, whereas it was considered common enough for everyday

dining in England during the reign of Elizabeth I (Flavin 2011: 198). While it is
possible that iron items were exported from smaller specialised ports (Flavin
2011: 161, 162), and may simply not have survived burial, iron pots, pans and
cookware are conspicuously absent from the Late Medieval material record for
western Ulster, raising some basic questions about how the population in Gaelic
areas heated water and other liquids necessary for cooking, bathing, and other
domestic chores such as dying and brewing. These questions are explored in
more detail relation to the wooden troughs discussed in section 11.1.4.
6.3 Material Goods and Diet
Finally, Ireland’s imports and exports provide some supplementary information
on the diet of the Late Medieval population. The export of large numbers of
hides, and of other more exotic animal skins suggests that meat was available,
if not plentiful, in Gaelic Ireland (Butlin 2009: 154), and some of this meat, and
the considerable catch of fish must have found its way into the Gaelic Irish diet
(O'Dowd 1986: 130). Questions remain as to the extent to which these foods
were a ‘illicit’ component of the diet of the labouring classes, but it would seem
challenging to entirely restrict poaching of wild fish and small game in Ulster’s
rural wilderness. While corn had been exported from Ireland in the fourteenth
century, there was a decline in exports thereafter, and in some periods in the
centuries that followed, small imports of grain are recorded in Ireland (Childs
and OʼNeill 2008: 503). This initial decline in corn exports may be linked to a
decline in the Anglo-Norman colony in Ireland in the fourteenth century, but as
has been shown, arable farming was a prominent feature in Gaelic Ulster in the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The evidence for large fields of corn presented
in the previous section, and the prominence of wheat, oats, and corn in the
rents owed to Gaelic landlords indicates that cereals made up a significant
component of the diet in this region (O'Dowd 1986: 130) despite not being
exported in great quantities in the later Medieval period.
Given the prominence of pastoralism in Gaelic Ulster, it is perhaps not
surprising that so called ‘white meats’; curds, cheese, and butter, as well as milk
and buttermilk made up an important part of the Gaelic Irish diet, in addition to
the somewhat less conventional blood drawn from the living animals (Butlin

2009: 154; Nicholls 2012: 115). The extent to which good quality wine imported
from France, Spain, and Portugal was consumed by the labouring classes is
unknown, but a presumably cheaper alternative, described in the Anglo-Irish
trade records as ‘old wine’, and considered almost undrinkable by those reexporting it from England to the north of Ireland (Simms 2018a: 420), may have
found a place amongst the labouring classes in Gaelic Ireland. Gaelic
merchants are known to have traded wine from small barrels on horses backs in
return for goods suitable for export such as hides and linen (Nicholls 2012: 120,
121). The peas and beans included amongst Irish imports (Flavin 2011: 16),
and seemingly not amongst the crops grown in western Ulster (Butlin 2009:
151), may have found a place in the Gaelic Irish diet, as mention is made in
1644 by a French visitor to Ireland, François de La Boullaye-Le Gouz, of a type
of cake made from ground peas and barley, cooked on a small iron table seated
on a tripod, and commonly eaten by the poor (Stevens and Murray 1912: lvii).
The practicalities of storing, preparing, and consuming each of the different food
groups described have yet to be fully considered by historians in respect of the
occasionally mobile lives of the rural dwelling labouring classes in western
Ulster.

7. Conclusion: Materiality in Late Medieval Ulster
So what does this historical contextual section tell us about the material culture
of the labouring classes in Late Medieval Gaelic Ulster? As discussed in the
previous chapters, many of the conclusions that have been arrived at by
historians in relation to Late Medieval Gaelic Ulster relate to long established
‘grand narratives’ relating to concepts of impermanence, isolation, and underdevelopment. The following conclusions are, to a large extent, based on the
historical research carried out to date, and as such summarise rather than seek
to challenge the current understanding of this period and place.
While it should be noted that no detailed studies into manufacturing in Late
Medieval western Ulster have been carried out, the existing body of historical
research suggests that the inheritance and land redistribution mechanisms
which characterise Gaelic systems of administration in western Ulster may have
created the conditions for a ‘risk averse’ materiality, whereby capital
development was restricted. These mechanisms may have influenced notions
of ‘permanence’ within the Gaelic mindset as evidenced in the ephemeral
nature of the building types and the lack of field enclosures. The reluctance to
invest in capital development in the lordship might suggest that other aspects of
the material culture at this time received a minimum of investment. One might
expect the material culture to be primarily functional, with limited investment in
elaborate design and manufacture, raw materials, or decoration. While
observations relating to risk aversion more specifically describe elite society, it
seems reasonable to assume that these patterns were reflected amongst both
the lower order landholding and non-lanholding labouring classes who made up
the majority of the population.
While it has been argued that Late Medieval material culture studies have in the
past over-emphasised themes of underdevelopment and isolation in Ireland
(Flavin 2018a: 323), a distinction must be made between the market economies
in Anglo-Norman areas, and the gift based economies in Gaelic Ireland. The
restrictions on direct trade between English ports and those in Gaelic lordships
meant that areas such as western Ulster were a step removed from the AngloIrish trading patterns described for the southern half of the island. It is clear from

the section on trade and material culture that western Ulster was by no means
culturally isolated, but the internal recirculation of goods within the ‘gift’ based
economy that persisted in the region into the Late Medieval period, and the
‘cost of entry’ for the majority labouring classes in Gaelic Ulster, may have
meant that opportunities for acquiring manufactured goods were more limited
than in areas with well-developed market economies. As a result, objects were
more likely locally produced, and predominantly from locally available raw
materials. The underdeveloped nature of the urban network in the region, in
combination with the risk aversion that featured heavily in the Gaelic economy,
suggests that specialisation in production of goods may have been limited, both
in design and technology of production, with many goods user-made, or by a
member of the kin group. While a distinction should be made between the
economies of the maritime lordships of the northwest coast of Ulster, where
more direct market access was possible with mainland European and to a
lesser extent English traders, and the land locked lordships of central Ulster,
opportunities for external trade or exchange by members of the labouring
classes were likely somewhat restricted by the relative poverty of these groups.
The upwards estimation of the temporal scales for construction and occupation
of rathanna and crannóga; settlement types previously considered too archaic
to have existed in the Late Medieval period, have interesting implications for
other aspects of the Late Medieval material culture. While stylistic comparison
has placed some of the objects included in this study in the Early Medieval
period, it seems possible that some of these object types remained in use until
later times. The reasons for retaining an ‘archaic’ material culture might range
from the simple practicality of the objects; they are easily produced or
maintained from locally available materials, or as with Aodh Ó Néill’s symbolic
use of crannóga in Late Medieval Tyrone, stretch to the use of certain objects,
items of clothing, or cultural practices as part of a process of cultural signalling
in a region where sept lineage was highly valued. Flavin (2018a: 333, 334) has
noted that even seemingly mundane objects may have been maintained across
generations because they were invested with personal significance beyond their
utility. The continued use of crannóga and cruck-built halls in a period when
large scale masonry structures such as towerhouses and monasteries were
both possible and present in the landscape, also signals that seemingly archaic

aspects of the material culture were not abandoned when more ‘advanced’
options became available. As such, objects of archaic appearance may have
found a place in western Ulster even into the final century of the Late Medieval
period and beyond, when imported material goods began to become more
easily available in the region.
The upwards estimation of crannóga and rathanna use suggest that the isolated
‘bog’ find locations for many of the objects included in this study may need to be
re-assessed. Examination of Ordnance Survey mapping of Ulster from the
1830s; a period before potential evidence of medieval settlement had been
reduced or destroyed by the advent of mechanised agricultural practices,
suggests that many of the find locations for objects included in the study may
not have been as isolated or marginal in the Late Medieval period as they are in
the present day. The find locations for many of the objects included in this study
might be re-assessed as possible locations for the ‘temporary agglomerations’
of creats which are thought to have clustered around the somewhat more
permanent enclosed rural settlement forms of sept leaders or church airchinnigh
in the Late Medieval period. In addition to contextualising object use, the
deposition places of some objects may serve as signposts for the otherwise
elusive rural settlements which are considered to have existed at one time. The
prominence of ‘booleying’ may provide an additional explanation for the
deposition of large and seemingly valuable objects in otherwise remote and
marginal find locations. On return to the winter settlement, some buaile
members may simply have thought better of transporting larger items over
difficult terrain, and decided to bury the objects at the buaile location, to be
recovered on their return the following year.
While the extent to which the Gaelic laboring classes were mobile in the
landscape remains contested amongst historians, the insubstantial nature of
non-noble settlement structures described in the historical contextual section
may indicate a collective sense of impermanence amongst the non-landholding
population of Late Medieval Ulster. The sense of impermanence amongst the
laboring classes may have been reflected in other aspects of the material
culture. A prevalence for wooden over ceramic vessels, as evidenced in the
museum surveys completed as part of this research may reflect the

practicalities of impermanent settlement, with ceramic vessels considered more
fragile and potentially heavier than their wooden counterparts. In a similar vein,
large items of furniture are absent from the material record. A number of
accounts suggest that even the dwelling places of the leading Gaelic nobles in
Ulster were sparsely furnished in the sixteenth century (Morgan 1988: 23, 24;
Gillespie 2009: 55, 56; Moss 2018: 489, 490), and it is likely that the labouring
classes had considerably less. While it is possible that such items were
destroyed in the politically turbulent centuries that preceded the Late Medieval
period, it seems likely that items such as a full size chair or kitchen table would
have been too cumbersome to transport to a nearby buaile site, let alone on a
longer migration outside of western Ulster in search of better conditions, or
while being pursued by a hostile force. While it is possible that portability of the
lossets described in chapter 10 made it easier for the users to work both inside
and outside of their shelter as weather conditions permitted, these objects also
make sense as work surfaces for a population travelling over longer distances,
in lieu of otherwise large and cumbersome alternatives.
A clearer understanding of the economy of Gaelic Ulster also has implications
for understanding the material culture of the region. The prominence of pastoral
forms of agriculture further supports the notion of a mobile population, but also
speaks more directly to the nature of the material culture. With cattle as a
mainstay of the economy, leather items might be expected to form part of the
material culture, although the value of hides for export may have meant that
leather goods were limited amongst the labouring classes to those that could be
produced from small offcuts, such as the shoes included in this study. A largely
pastoral economy supported with some arable farming also raises questions
about the nature of the material goods necessary for food production and
preparation. The lossets and wooden troughs included in this study might then
be interpreted as multi-use vessels employed in the production of butter, bread,
or even beer, or the preparation of meat and fish, based on the context of a
mixed pastoral and arable farming economy.
The insights into material availability expressed in the final historical contextual
section suggests that wood was a major component of the material culture in
the Late Medieval period. The untanned nature of Ireland’s hide exports, the

evidence for diverse wildlife, and the pattern of importing rather than
domestically producing iron in Late Medieval Gaelic Ireland all suggests that
woodlands in predominantly Gaelic areas were not industrially exploited. The
accounts of Early Modern deforestation in Ulster are described in more detail in
chapter 8. These accounts make clear that large woodlands existed until this
time, but the practical material relationship between the labouring classes and
the woodlands in the Late Medieval period has yet to be explored. To what
extent would a member of the labouring classes have been permitted to fell a
tree, if at all? If so, were there restrictions on the types of trees that could be
harvested, as there had been in older periods in Irelands history (Everett 2015:
17)? Given the prominence of pastoralism in Late Medieval Ulster, it is clear
that leather was an important raw material at this time, and the export records
indicate that hides were a valuable export commodity. While it is clear that hides
were being produced in numbers in Ulster, the extent to which these hides were
retained for the internal production of goods is less so. Would a hide have been
considered too valuable as an export item to be kept for domestic use, and if so,
what does this suggest about the leather shoes included in this study? Likewise,
while iron was known to be imported into Ulster in the Late Medieval period, the
extent to which this valuable import found its way into the hands of the nonnoble population is unclear. The prevalence of wooden vessels in the museum
survey and an absence of iron or ceramic vessels suggests that wooden
containers may have been used for cooking. In addition, the relatively high
value of iron in Late Medieval Ulster may have been a factor in the production of
iron-shod wooden spades, where the amount of iron was limited to that strictly
necessary for a functional tool.
Of course, all of the materials described above must also be considered in
terms of the preservation potential. While large items such as spades, troughs,
and lossets have the potential to survive prolonged burial, they are also much
more likely to be spotted and recovered during turf cutting activities. Many
smaller or more ephemeral items present in the Late Medieval material culture
may not have been buried in the first place, or if they were, deteriorated during
burial to the extent that they were simply dismissed as debris by those who
chanced to uncover them. Objects like these seem likely to remain an
unknowable component of Late Medieval Gaelic material culture.

8. Post-Medieval Indigenous Materiality
The previous historical contextual chapters have sought to establish a clearer
understanding of the popular material culture made and used in western Ulster
in the Late Medieval period. The decline of the Gaelic administration in Ulster at
the conclusion of the Nine Years War, and events associated with the
Plantation of Ulster, brought about sociopolitical, economic, and environmental
changes with consequences for indigenous material expression in this region. In
order to explore the origins of the ‘colonial legacy in historical, archaeological,
and cultural interpretations of the Gaelic past’ described in the aims of this
thesis, this chapter examines the likely impact of these changes on Gaelic
cultural life-ways in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and aims to
provide new insights into the trajectory of indigenous materiality in the Modern
period. The findings of this chapter provide the context for understanding postMedieval continuity and change in the materials and technologies expressed in
the objects included in this study.
8.1 Ulster in the post-Plantation period
While the Plantation of Ulster has in the past been approached by historians as
a monolithic agent of change in this region, more recent analysis has sought to
understand the Plantation as a series of ‘distinct, yet linked revolutions’ in
‘literacy, law, economics, land ownership and use, and political and social order’
(Gillespie 2009: 45, 46). The following section explores how such ‘revolutions’
may have influenced the materiality of post-Medieval western Ulster. There is
some disagreement amongst historians about the extent and nature of material
changes in Ulster at this time, with some analysis stressing the sweeping nature
of change, and other research drawing attention to continuities in fundamental
structures, for example, in politics and the economy (Farrell 2014: 74, 75). Many
of these contradictions appear to be linked to questions of analytical resolution
and scale. For example, while some past analysis has sought to generalise
regional identities, reducing the post-Medieval population to broadly ethnically
defined categories of colonist and coloniser, or has sought to understand the
motivations of an imagined unified ‘native Irish’ voice, more localised analysis of
the post-Medieval population of Ulster has demonstrated that the motivations of
‘local interest groups’ are often at odds with those historically assigned to

homogenised concepts of natives and newcomers (Rynne 2009: 168; Horning
2018: 15; Kane 2018: 329, 330). Similarly, material analysis of geographically
distant plantation settlements, such as those near Killybegs in Co. Donegal and
Movanagher in Co. Derry, challenge the perception of uniformly-experienced
cultural change in post-Medieval western Ulster (Gillespie 2009: 49, 50).
Recent class-based analysis of the ‘native Irish’ in post-Medieval Ulster has
demonstrated that the transition to modernity in this region had variable
immediate consequences for members of the former native elite, retainer,
landholding, and landless classes. The establishment of the Protestant
Ascendancy in Ireland contributed to longer term economic and cultural
disadvantages for the typically Catholic descendants of the native population
(Farrell 2014: 85). A degree of tension exists between localised analysis which
has stressed the ambiguity, dynamism, and fluidity of post-Medieval identity in
Ulster (Horning 2018: 15), and the construction of narratives which are seen to
focus on healing contemporary sectarian divisions. The latter have been
critiqued as potentially obscuring the violent trauma that brought about the
seventeenth century Plantation of Ulster, and cemented control of the region
into the hands of the Protestant Ascendancy (Farrell 2017: 287). Just as
concerns have been raised about generalising post-Medieval identities, there
are also dangers inherent in ‘zooming in’ too far, and assigning group or
societal attributes to the actions of those individuals who occasionally pop up in
the historical literature (Palmer 2018: 319, 320). In addition, while concepts of
‘agency’ have an important role to play in interpreting the actions of postMedieval interest groups in Ulster (Gillespie 2009: 60), assigning postEnlightenment characteristics of self-awareness and individuality onto ‘past
actors’ for whom social hierarchy and kin-group loyalty remained central
concepts in identity formation, ‘risks effectively imposing the contemporary
western cult of the individual onto the past’ (Horning 2018: 4, 14). In keeping
with the goals of this research, the following section attempts to trace the impact
of post-Medieval material changes in western Ulster on the historically elusive
native Irish landless classes. In so doing, the section seeks to provide an
analysis which is positioned somewhere between the extremes of analytical
resolution and scale, and the themes of co-operation and conflict outlined above.

8.2 Commodification of Land
Central to the Plantation of Ulster, was a transfer of land from long established
Gaelic lineages to newly arrived ‘grantees’ of English and Scottish origin. The
largely unanticipated ‘Flight of the Earls’ in 1607, in which the defeated leading
Gaelic Ulster nobles fled to mainland Europe to petition for military support, led
to the confiscation by the English Crown of a large area of land in western
Ulster comprising the present day counties of Armagh, Donegal, Tyrone,
Fermanagh, and Derry. A policy of ‘planting’ English and Scottish settlers on
these forfeited lands with the goal of creating an English-style rural society, was
initiated under Queen Elizabeth I, and enacted under James I (James VI of
Scotland). Former Gaelic Lordships were replaced with estates of between
1000 and 2000 acres held by grants from the English King, with land granted to
100 individual ‘undertakers’ and 50 ‘servitors’, many of whom were loyal former
soldiers (Ohlmeyer 1998: 138; Horning 2007b: 362; Horning 2007a: 110;
Gillespie 2018: 553). Undertakers were required to ‘plant’ English and lowland
Scots on their holdings, while servitors were tasked with overseeing the land
grants of ‘deserving’ native Irish elites (Robinson 2000b: 247-250).
For the first time in the region, land ownership was regulated by a contract
between landlord and tenant, creating a market for land which had not existed
previously (Gillespie 2018: 541). The extension of English common law to
property rights commodified land, introducing the notion of ‘private property’ to
the region of western Ulster (Smyth 2006a: 351; Gillespie 2018: 541). An
absence of property boundaries associated with native Irish settlement
structures in a 1596 map of Carrickfergus is noted in contrast to the neatly
demarcated English style buildings on the same map (Gardiner 2018a: 194)
(see section 3.5), signifying differing cultural concepts of private property in
Ulster at this time. Measuring land through state and private mapping projects,
building houses, and marking property boundaries with fences or other barriers
are considered amongst the Early Modern ‘tools of empire’ that sought to clearly
register new settler’s rights to land (Ohlmeyer 1998: 140; Margey 2009: 140,
141). It should be noted however that enclosure of the wider landscape in
western Ulster was uncommon until the eighteenth century (O'Sullivan and
Downey 2008: 34). While the original plans for the Plantation of Ulster were not

fully realised, the period between its inception and the decade after the
Williamite Wars (1688-1691) saw a significant transfer of land in Ireland away
from ‘native’ ownership. Between 1600 and 1700, the area of land in Ireland in
Protestant hands rose from under 20% to 86 % (Smyth 2006a: 377). By the
1770s the amount of land in Catholic hands had fallen to less than 5% (O'
Siochain 2015: 1, 2).
The confiscation of land had differing immediate consequences for the different
social strata of the native Gaelic population that remained in Ulster after the
Nine Years War. While short lived grants of land were initially made to some
‘deserving’ Gaelic elites, no such dispensation was made for what might be
described as the former Gaelic ‘middle classes’; the retainers and landholders
of the previous Gaelic administration. In the early years of the Ulster Plantation,
such groups likely found themselves assigned to a social class indiscernible
from their former landless tenants of the Late Medieval period (Farrell 2014: 83,
88, 89). Whereas ‘creaghting’ and seasonal movement in the landscape appear
to have played an important cultural and economic role in the prior Gaelic
administration in Ulster (see section 3.6), the establishment of ‘private property’
in the new plantation restricted population movement and unauthorised access
to land (Smyth 1988: 70), and was therefore in conflict with such practices.
While historians have noted that English accounts of widespread population
movement in Ulster should be interpreted with caution (Watt 2008: 331;
Gardiner 2018a: 195, 197), there is evidence to suggest that impermanence
and movement in the landscape remained common, and may even have
temporarily increased in the early seventeenth century (Feehan 2003: 87, 88;
Tait 2018: 285).
Such impermanence was treated with suspicion amongst the English
administration, and official attempts were made to ‘settle’ the native Irish
population in newly established market towns and villages from the early years
of the Ulster Plantation onwards (Prendergast 1855: 424, 425; Gardiner 2018a:
195). Besides the perceived ‘civilising’ benefits associated with permanent
settlement (Prendergast 1855: 427, 428; Gillespie 1990: 24; Mc Court and
Camblin 1999: 13, 14; Smyth 2006a: 351-354; Connolly 2007: 304, 305; Everett
2015: 107, 108; Ohlmeyer 2018: 7, 8), caoraigheacht were considered by the

English administration, perhaps not unreasonably, to harbour some of the more
rebellious and aggrieved members of the dispossessed Gaelic population
(Prendergast 1855: 427, 428; Gardiner 2018a: 195). Despite early attempts at
settlement, semi-nomadic caoraigheacht remained a feature of seventeenth
century life in Ulster, and are noted previously as having maintained the
Confederate Army of Ulster during the Catholic Rebellion of 1641 (O'Dowd 1986:
130; Simms 1986: 384; Ohlmeyer 1998: 145). Caoraigheacht of possible Ulster
origin are also recorded as having migrated into the south-west of Ireland as
late as the end of the Williamite wars (Stevens and Murray 1912: 161, 162;
Feehan 2003: 87, 88; Andrews 2009: 464) (see section 4.6). A combination of
economic coercion, conflict, and legislation ultimately contributed to more
permanent settlement of the previously mobile component of the Gaelic
population (Prendergast 1855: 427-429), although seasonal ‘booleying’
remained widely practiced in rural upland areas of Ulster until the nineteenth
century (Ó Danachair 1983: 36; Costello 2015: 48; Gardiner 2015: 54).
While it appears that much of the Gaelic population settled in the centuries after
the Plantation of Ulster, recent genetic analysis of contemporary Irish Traveller
populations presents new evidence for a genetic divergence event from the Irish
settled population between 8 and 14 generations ago. Taking one generation as
30 years, the paper notes the emergence of an Irish Traveller genetic profile
distinct from that of the settled Irish population between 240 and 420 years ago
(Gilbert et al. 2017: 5-9). It is interesting to speculate in this respect, that the
contemporary Traveller community in Ireland may represent the remnants of an
unsettled Gaelic population that became increasingly culturally divorced and
genetically divergent from the settled population of Ireland in the 200 years after
the Plantation of Ulster. Such speculation presents the possibility that remnants
of the culture of the Gaelic Medieval non-elite might be found amongst the
contemporary Irish Traveller community.
8.3 Market Economy
The settlement of the previously more mobile landless native population is
considered in the context of this research to have brought about changes to the
material culture of the labouring classes, primarily as aspects of a stripped back,

and easily transportable material culture were replaced with items more
convenient to a life of relative permanence, although it appears that such
changes were by no means immediate. While the development of ‘civilising’
towns with markets is considered to have brought the demands of a money
economy to bear on a commercially inexperienced native Irish population
(Gillespie 1990: 24; Connolly 2007: 287), for many of the poorest native Irish,
the commercialisation of the economy may have had little immediate relevance
for their day to day living standards (Clarke 2009: 186).The Gaelic Irish are
noted as having integrated slowly into newly established towns, not necessarily
for ethnic reasons, but because they were unequipped to engage with the new
economy (Gillespie 1990: 26).
Participation in the market economy required a grasp of the English language,
and ‘capital and an entrepreneurial know-how’, all of which was uncommon
amongst the native Irish population in the period after the Nine Years War.
Farrell notes that ‘a lack of capital as well as experience therefore usually
determined the failure of the native Irish in the market from the outset, even if
this was not initially perceived’ (Farrell 2014: 85). Some market forces were
irresistible however, and while the monetary system in Ireland in 1600 is
considered to have been somewhat chaotic, with frequent debasement of
coinage and confusion surrounding the relative value of Irish and English
currency (Clarke 2009: 168), by the end of the seventeenth century, payment in
cash was more common than payment in kind in most commercial dealings
(Connolly 2007: 284, 285).
In the longer term, the establishment of towns brought increased material
specialisation to western Ulster, with previously restricted imported goods
arriving into the region through newly established markets (Smyth 2006b: 386,
387; Gillespie 2018: 553). Much of the ‘social reshaping’ that occurred in Ulster
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is noted as having been achieved
through the negotiation of values attached to material culture, and as such,
material goods are described as having taken on ‘an importance greater than
their intrinsic worth’ (Gillespie 2009: 57), in establishing and negotiating identity
in Modern Ulster (Tait 2018: 276). The transformation of the former Gaelic
landless classes from makers to consumers of material goods is considered

central to understanding the nature of ‘indigenous’ material change in western
Ulster at this time.
While market economies introduced new goods into Ulster, the nature of the
regions exports was slow to change, indicating a degree a cultural continuity in
the early post-Medieval period. (Clarke 2009: 177) notes that ‘what the
plantation altered in Ulster was not the economy, but control over the economy’,
and for many members of the former landless classes, the most significant
immediate change was likely in the system by which they exchanged their
labour. Farrell has argued, ‘…whereas once they had earned the right to
subsist… by exchanging a part of their labour power directly, this labour was
now to be converted into a cash form with which they were to pay their landlord
a money rent’ (Farrell 2014: 85).
Trade records for the seventeenth century indicate that many of the same
goods were traded in the century after the Plantation of Ulster, as are
considered to have been traded before (O'Dowd 1986: 146). Oats continued to
be exported to Scotland in the early decades of the seventeenth century, albeit
in declining volumes as the century progressed (Clarke 2009: 176; Gillespie
2018: 540), indicating that tillage remained an important part of the economy.
Wool, tallow, fish, hides, and livestock are all noted amongst Irelands exports at
this time (Connolly 2007: 281; Clarke 2009: 176-178; Gillespie 2018: 540)
highlighting the continued emphasis on pastoralism in the seventeenth century
economy. However, trade records also indicate that the scale at which
resources were exploited for export increased dramatically in the opening four
decades of the seventeenth century. Twenty times the number of hides, and
thirty times the volume of wool were arriving into Chester from Ireland in 1639
than were arriving in the late 1580s. Exports of live cattle are estimated to have
increased from about 7000 in 1616/17, to 30,000 in 1626, and 45,000 in
1640/41, and Irish exports of live sheep are estimated to have increased from
7,000 in 1626, to 35,000 in 1640/41 (Connolly 2007: 281).
Connolly (2007: 288) notes that the increase in productivity in the early decades
of the Plantation of Ulster suggests an increasing labour discipline amongst the
native Irish at this time. Whether these changes were forced upon or welcomed

by the native Irish population has yet to be fully explored. The status quo of the
early Ulster Plantation proved ultimately unsustainable, and the Catholic
Rebellion of 1641, and the Cromwellian War in Ireland that followed, changed
its political and economic complexion. The resulting transfer of land from
Catholic (often native Irish) landholders to members of the Protestant
Ascendancy underlined the shifting economic imbalance between natives and
newcomers that had been steadily developing in the first four decades of the
seventeenth century (Ohlmeyer 1998: 145).
A series of economic protectionist measures established by the English
authorities in the second half of the seventeenth century had consequences for
‘traditional’ economic activities in Ulster. The so called ‘Cattle Acts’ of 1663 and
1667 sought to restrict the import of livestock into England from Ireland and saw
live cattle exports fall dramatically from 60,000 in 1660, to 1500 in 1669
(Gillespie 1990: 27; Neeson 1991: 71; Feehan 2003: 91; Moody et al. 2009: xlix;
O' Siochain 2015: 2; Gillespie 2018: 547-549). While a trade in the supply of
provisions of barrelled beef, butter, and cheese had been gathering pace from
the middle of the seventeenth century, the Cattle Acts speeded the
development in Ireland of a provisions-driven economy (Gillespie 1990: 27;
Andrews 2009: 457; Gillespie 2018: 547, 548). The restrictions on export of
livestock saw a corresponding increase in the export of tanned hides from
106,360 in 1665, to 217,000 in 1669 (Neeson 1991: 74), while a doubling of
woollen drapery exports from Ireland between 1688 and 1698 was amongst the
causes for the establishment of the Woollen Act of 1699 which restricted further
import of wool into England (Clarke 2009: 179; Moody et al. 2009: xlix; Gillespie
2018: 552).
Everett (2015: 111) has questioned ‘the extent to which Ireland should be
regarded primarily as a discrete, steadily developing kingdom, or a convenient
source of raw materials’ in the Early Modern period. Moody (2009: xlix) has
pointed out, perhaps generously, that seventeenth century English economic
policy was not deliberately malevolent toward Ireland, but was driven rather by
concern for English economic interests. The various Cattle and Wool Acts, in
combination with Acts in 1663 and 1671, which required much of Ireland’s trade
between the English colonies in the New World to pass through England

(Moody et al. 2009: xlix), illustrate how economic disadvantages arising from
English protectionist measures forced a change in the position of Ireland as an
economic partner kingdom within the English Realm in the early decades of the
seventeenth century, making it one of relative economic subservience in the
period that followed the Cromwellian War in Ireland (Clarke 2009: 179). Such
measures had a significant role to play in curtailing traditional economies in
wool production for example, while transitioning more direct ‘traditional’ pastoral
economic activity such as livestock rearing to a more commercialised and
potentially labour intensive provisions based economic model.
8.4 Asset Stripping
While the discussions on landholding and economics presented above suggest
that material change was slow to come about, and was not universally
experienced, changes in the Ulster landscape as a result of unregulated
seventeenth century asset stripping of estates had far-reaching implications for
the region’s material culture. The period is noted as marking a transition in
Ulster away from an emphasis on the use-value of material goods, to one where
exchange value was paramount (Gillespie 2018: 541, 542); a process of
commodification involving the ‘transformation of any and all forms of material
reality into units that can be measured and assigned an exchange value’
(Mrozowski 2009: 383). Alongside the expanding trade in pastoral products, a
number of new, albeit short-lived materials appear amongst Ireland’s exports in
the seventeenth century.
Chief amongst these was timber (Margey 2018: 582), and materials derived
from it, including stave components used to make wooden casks, the packing
and transport container of choice in the Early Modern period (McCracken 1947:
22; Neeson 1991: 70; Hall 1992: 6; Foster and Chesney 1998: 143; Ohlmeyer
1998: 138). The production of staves was considered very wasteful of trees,
and as such, commanded a significant profit for exporters, selling for 40-45
shillings per thousand in 1610 (Hall 1992: 6; Everett 2015: 97) and £5 per
thousand by 1625 (McCracken 1947: 24). In addition, exploitation of Ulster’s
iron resources, including those at Slieve Gullion, Co. Tyrone, was made
possible by the abundance of cheap timber for charcoal production in the great
forests of Glenconkyne and Killetra (Hall 1992: 5; Foster and Chesney 1998:

143; Gillespie 2018: 540). While it has been argued that the English crown
shared a genuine concern for the well-being of the Irish woodlands, and sought
to moderate their exploitation (Everett 2015: 145), others have suggested that
the siphoning of profits into private hands was a more pressing concern for an
English crown focused on generating revenue (McCracken 1947: 25; Ohlmeyer
1998: 138).
Exports of timber declined in the second half of the seventeenth century, but an
increase in barreled goods leaving the country following the transition to a
provision driven economy meant that the scale of woodland exploitation
remained significant (McCracken 1947: 25; Neeson 1991: 71; Foster and
Chesney 1998: 144). The growth in the leather tanning industry in Ulster
following the Cattle Acts of the 1660s, made additional demands on the region’s
woodland resources from the second half of the seventeenth century until the
end of the eighteenth century when commercially viable wood and bark
resources were finally exhausted (Neeson 1991: 73; Foster and Chesney 1998:
144).
While this research recognises that Late Medieval Ulster was by no means a
utopia, where members of the landless classes had universal, free access to
raw materials, it is nevertheless likely that the opportunities for accessing
relatively abundant wood, basketry materials, wool, flax, and leather, were
greater in an un-commodified, largely undocumented landscape than they were
within the economic administration that followed. An increase in Ulster’s
population from the late-seventeenth century onward (Moody et al. 2009: xlviii)
undoubtedly placed additional demands on the region’s resources. This
research considers how a culture in which many domestic objects appear to
have been made, for example, from wood, adapted to reduced access to such
materials, initially as a result of land access restrictions, but eventually to
deforestation carried out in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
While the historiography relating to the destruction of Ulster’s remaining
Medieval woodlands by ‘foreign’ interests has recently been critiqued as overtly
Irish nationalist in tone (Everett 2015: 1-15), there is little doubt that the mature
woodlands at Glenconkyne and Killetra that enticed the London Livery

Companies to make significant financial investment in the Plantation of Ulster,
were largely exhausted at the close of the eighteenth century (McCracken 1947:
22; McCracken 1971: 38, 39; Neeson 1991: 62, 63; Hall 1992: 1, 9; Foster and
Chesney 1998: 145; Mc Court and Camblin 1999: 9, 10; Smyth 2006a: 351;
Nicholls 2012: 14, 15). Mature woodlands noted to have been in existence
along the Lough Erne Basin, the highlands and west coast of Donegal, and in
the Sperrin valleys of Derry and Tyrone in the Late Medieval period were also
exhausted as a material resource over a similar timeframe (McCracken 1971:
35, 54, 55). Seventeenth and eighteenth century English legislation designed to
regulate asset stripping and entrepreneurial exploitation of Ulster’s woodlands
by land grantees proved ultimately unsuccessful (Neeson 1991: 73; Foster and
Chesney 1998: 144). Rather than protecting woodland, the legislation is
considered to have deprived the native Irish population of raw materials for
building, making material goods, and for firing (Foster and Chesney 1998: 144).
In one example, the loss of access to wood as a result of English legislation is
noted as having forced a change from wattle and daub built shelters, to less
durable and potentially less hospitable sod and turf built structures (Neeson
1991: 72; Foster and Chesney 1998: 144, 145). Such buildings persisted in
rural parts of Ulster beyond the widespread de-population that followed the
Great Famine of the mid-nineteenth century (O Danachair 1962: 65, 66; Day
1984: 29).
It is perhaps not difficult to imagine how restricted access to raw materials
forced a change in other components of what had been a locally made and
internally circulated material culture in the Late Medieval period. In addition to
object-driven concerns, the loss of habitat associated with deforestation, some
of which was carried out to achieve strategic security goals, is considered by a
number of historians (Neeson 1991: 55; Foster and Chesney 1998: 143; Smyth
2006a: 351) to have contributed to a catastrophic loss in bio-diversity that likely
saw large animals and birds such as wolf, wild boar, eagle and deer, and untold
woodland flora, disappear both conceptually and practically, from the region’s
material cultural language.
8.5 Decline of Gaelic Administration

Finally, while much of the previous section has eluded to changes brought
about through the arrival of new governance in Ulster, the decline of the
previous Gaelic administration in the region in the wake of the Flight of the Earls
had a significant impact on the region’s built landscape and material culture.
The Nine Years War was a materially destructive process in which strategic
Gaelic structures including castles, tower houses, and crannóga were targeted
by English crown forces. But beyond the end of the conflict, a number of
commentators have drawn attention to the attitude of English soldiers toward
what might be described as explicitly Gaelic forms of material expression. The
smashing of the stone inauguration chair of Clann Ó Néill at Tullaghoge (Everett
2015: 63) depicted in Bartlett’s early seventeenth century map of Dungannon
(Bartlett 1602a), is perhaps understandable given the dynastic symbolism of
this particular object, but a number of authors have noted the disdain with which
crannóga were regarded by English commentators. Crannóga are described as
representative of the ‘conservative… and anarchic’ nature of Gaelic society
(O'Conor 2018: 156), and at the same time as ‘powerful cultural symbols of a
different civilisation’ (O'Sullivan 2007: 169), and as such are considered to have
had no place in the emerging plantation. The decline of crannóga in the early
seventeenth century may be considered part of a process of change which
decentralised material evidence of the prior Gaelic culture. In combination with
the development of more secure overland travel arising from the development
of roads and bridges from the seventeenth century onward (Fry 2000: 36), the
decline of crannóga impacted a prior relationship with lakes and waterways in
the cultural landscape. Little consideration has been given in the historical
literature to the material consequences of such shifting landscape interactions.
8.6 Conclusion
While the themes discussed in this section are by no means exhaustive, the
examples presented demonstrate how some of the ‘revolutions’ that took place
in western Ulster in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had implications
for the continuity of Gaelic forms of cultural expression. Perhaps most obviously,
the decline of the Gaelic administration in Ulster can be considered an
important factor in cultural change. However, the commodification of land, and
the establishment of an urban network also brought changes. Shifting regional

settlement patterns challenged ‘suspicious’ movement in the landscape, as
concepts of wilderness and marginality were brought into sharper focus. The
changing access to what might be described as ‘wilde’ places in favour of
‘civilising’ towns and villages, slowly changed the indigenous relationship
between culture and landscape. Access to new and potentially more convenient
imported goods, and a reduction in the availability of raw material from which to
make ‘traditional’ objects, also undoubtedly influenced regional material choices.
Where change occured, it appears to have taken place gradually, over many
generations, and for those living through the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, may often have been imperceptible. Change was not universally
experienced however, and may have been less prevalent in remote areas,
removed from the influence of modernity and urbanisation.
This chapter raises some important issues about the nature of indigenous
material continuity and decline in post-Medieval Ulster. It is suggested that while
post-Medieval revolutions in economics and social order brought changes to
western Ulster, such changes were not universally applied or experienced.
Where change occurred, it appears to have occurred over many generations,
and it seems plausible that remnants of indigenous forms of material cultural
expression may have continued to find expression in ‘folk’ objects in more
isolated parts of western Ulster until the early twentieth century. With that said,
larger scale processes such as the asset stripping of plantation estates, the
development of market economies, and English economic protectionist
measures of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, appear to have had a
significant and arguably irreversible impact on indigenous forms of material
cultural expression.
The restrictions placed on movement in the landscape resulting from the
commodification of land in Ulster from the seventeenth century onward, are also
considered to have impacted the mobile life-ways that had influenced Late
Medieval Gaelic cultural expression. Analysis of cultural change brought about
by the arrival of new settlers in post-Medieval Ulster has in the past drawn
heavily on English historical sources, and has been described as an
‘anglocentric’ approach to understanding cultural development in this period
(Farrell 2017: 8, 17). The ethnohistorical and technical analyses in chapters 913 seek to balance this predominantly anglocentric interpretation, through an

object-driven analysis of material change and continuity in post-Medieval
western Ulster.

9. Iron-shod wooden spades
9.1. Contextual Research
9.1.1 Introduction
The spade has long been considered a low status object in Ireland. A medieval
Irish law tract on kingliness notes that if a king puts his hand to either ‘the
handle of a clod mallet, the handle of a shovel, or the handle of a spade’, he will
be considered a plebeian in the eyes of his subjects (O'Mahony and Richey
1879: 334, 335), while a line from a late sixteenth century poem by Maoilín Óg
Mac Bruaideadha (O'Rahilly 1960: 41) cited in (Ó Danachair 1963: 99) includes
the line ‘trí glúine ó righ go ramhainn’, warning that there are only ‘three
generations from the king to the spade’, and that one can fall from high to low
status in Ireland in a very short period. In more recent times, the spade is
associated with the tenant farmer, striving on the marginal land and small fields
in the western parts of Ireland, and the low status of the spade user is further
reinforced when viewed in contrast to the ploughman and his associated team
of horses, who had an elevated economic status in the rural community (Ó
Danachair 1963: 99). As Gaelic elites, their retainers both military and otherwise,
and many landowners in Late Medieval Ulster would have considered manual
toil with the spade beneath them (Nicholls 2012: 110), the iron-shod wooden
spades included in this study were likely the tools of the labouring classes of
western Ulster.
9.1.2. Terminology
The spade has three essential components; the blade, the handle and the step
(Ó Danachair 1963: 102) (Fig 16). There is a wide variation in the design and
arrangement of these components across the island of Ireland, and spade
designs have changed considerably over time (Ó Danachair 1963: 102-104;
Gailey 1970: 35). While the blades on northern Irish mill produced spades tend
to be made from metal, earlier forge made spades have a wooden blade that is
partially protected from abrasion with either an envelope-like sheath of iron
fitted around the blade (Gailey 1968: 80,81), or with an iron ‘shoe’ which is fitted
over the lower cutting edge of the blade, and held in place by means of metal

straps, such as in the ‘iron-shod’ spades included in this research. The straps
on these spades extend from the iron shoe and continue along the sides and
across the top of the blade, and a short distance along the sides of the handle.
While part of the strap shown in figure 16 has come away from the handle, the
straps were otherwise fastened to the wood of the blade and handle with nails,
holding the shoe firmly in place. While mill produced spades have a separate
handle, often made from turned wood, and fitted to the blade by means of a
socket built into the upper portion of the blade (Gailey 1972: 37), in
archaeological spades in the north of Ireland the blade and handle are carved
from a single piece of wood.

Fig. 16. Main components of a two-sided iron-shod spade

The handle is also known by the name ‘shaft’ in many parts of Ulster, and in
Donegal is known variously as the ‘crann’ meaning ‘tree’, ‘lamh’ meaning ‘hand’,
or by the compound word ‘lafrann’ the literal translation of which is ‘hand tree’
(Ó Danachair 1963: 114). The position of the handle in relation to the blade
gives rise to one of the main differentiators in spade design across the island of
Ireland. Spades with an asymmetric distribution i.e. with a handle projecting
from either the left or right side of the upper edge of the blade are known as
‘one-sided’ spades. Arranging the handle in this way leaves only one ‘step’; the
part of the upper edge of the blade where the user places a foot to drive the
spade into the ground, and such spades are designed for use with the left or the
right foot only. With two-sided spades the handle projects from the middle of the
blade’s upper edge, creating a step on either side of the handle which permits
the user to drive the spade into the ground with either the left of the right foot.

On older, wooden bladed spades, the upper edge of the blade served as a step,
but in later mill produced spades the step was often added as a separate metal
component that was fixed to the top edge of the blade or to the wooden handle.
The steps on two-sided spades are also known as ‘treads’ in some parts of
Ulster, and more locally, in County Donegal as ‘cluasa’ meaning ears, or
‘cluaisíní’ which can be translated as ‘tabs’, and in County Fermanagh as ‘lugs’.
Variation in the shape and style of the blade and handle on spades across the
island of Ireland are discussed in the following section.
9.1.3. Distribution
Much of what is known about spades in Ireland; their function, distribution, the
method of manufacture and so on, is based on research into eighteenth and
nineteenth century mill produced spades. While such spades are of much more
recent manufacture than the iron-shod wooden spades included in this research,
the work of the ethnographers and folklorists E. Estyn Evans (1957: 133-139),
Alan Gailey (1970: 35-46), and Caoimhín Ó Danachair (1963: 102-112), carried
out during a particularly active period for folk culture research in Ireland from the
1950s through to the 1970s, has demonstrated a consistent regional distribution
for spades based on a number of key design differentiators. Such is the
consistency of variations in design across the country that the Irish spade has
been described as ‘…an index of regionalism, a tool of sociological research as
well as an instrument of labour’ (Evans 1957: 134). While much of this work is
necessarily based on spades produced in the two-hundred year period from
c.1750 to 1950, a period for which a much larger sample group was available
for analysis than for medieval spades, the regional patterns demonstrated for
the distribution of Modern period spades in Ireland appear to have their origins
in earlier times.
A distinct pattern of regional distribution arises from these analyses based on
the position of the spade handle in relation to the blade, i.e. whether the spade
is one or two-sided (sometimes phrased as asymmetrical or symmetrical), as
described in section 9.1.2. The analyses indicates a regional distribution of twosided spades in the north of Ireland, concentrated primarily on the northernmost province of Ulster, but with some more recent representation in a

‘transitional zone’ in the neighbouring northern parts of Connaught and Leinster
(Ó Danachair 1963: 102; Gailey 1970: 35, 46) (Fig.17). One-sided spades are
found in Munster, Connaught and Leinster, with some examples found within a
transitional zone that stretches into southern Ulster, represented most famously
in the ‘big loy’, effectively a hand plough used in the heavy soils found in
counties Fermanagh, Monaghan and Cavan in southern Ulster, and across the
province of Connaught (Ó Danachair 1963: 113).

Fig. 17. One- and two-sided spade distribution map for Ireland after O'Dannachair
1963:103

In addition, the handle styles on two-sided spades have been analysed in
relation to their regional distribution. While the handles on almost all two sided
spades are straight (Gailey 1970: 35), variations in the length of the handle and
the presence or absence of a “T” shaped cross piece at the upper end of the
handle have been shown to follow consistent patterns of distribution. Two sided
spades within the previously described transitional zone in northern Leinster
and Connaught, and in parts of southern Ulster, have longer handles (95-110
cms) than those found over much of the rest of Ulster, and these longer handles
do not have a cross piece. The shorter handled spades (c.85 cms) found over
the more northerly parts of Ulster almost universally have a “T” shaped crosspiece at the upper end of the handle (Ó Danachair 1963: 112; Gailey 1970: 35),
known variously as the ‘head’, the ‘dorn’ meaning ‘fist’, or the ‘croisín’ which

may be translated to mean a ‘small cross’, in different parts of western Ulster (Ó
Danachair 1963: 114). The blades of two-sided spades show a wide variation in
style that is thought to relate to localised variations in soil type across the
northern part of Ireland. Long narrow blades found on some two-sided spades
are considered to be more efficient for working in the rocky ground in the
regions in which they are distributed, while wider blades are considered more
efficient for working in clayey or boggy ground (Evans 1957: 135, 137). There is
also a wide regional variation based on the ‘lift’ of each blade type; the angle
along the length of the blade that lends leverage to the spade; and based on the
dish of the blade; the lateral concavity on the upper surface, that is considered
to make the blade more effective for shoveling (Ó Danachair 1963: 112; Gailey
1970: 42; Ó Danachair 1970: 49).
Archaeological finds of spades of the type included in this research have a
predominantly northern distribution; 13 of the 15 examples discussed by Gailey
(1968: 85) are of northern provenance, while iron-shod spades found in bogs in
the southern half of Ireland are more commonly one-sided (Lucas 1966: 25;
Lucas 1967: 26). Manuscripts held within the National Folklore Collection at
University College Dublin (Deery 1956: 194; Elgunn 1956: 227, 228; Murphy
1956: 220-222) confirm that iron-shod wooden spades continued to be used in
some parts of western Ulster into the mid-nineteenth century. The historical
distribution patterns for iron-shod spades suggests that rather than users
transitioning from one-sided to two-sided spades at some point in the past, twosided spades were in use over a long period in the north of Ireland. It has been
suggested that the reasons for this regional variation may be cultural rather than
utilitarian (Gailey 1970: 46), although the cultural origins of the variation have
not been explored. The idea of a direct transition from two-sided wooden to iron
blade spades in the north of Ireland is supported by a seemingly archaic design
feature of mill produced two-sided Irish spades. Unlike English or Scottish
spades of the same vintage, the inner edges of the foot plates on mill produced
two-sided Irish spades bend through ninety degrees, and continue for a short
distance along the sides of the handle, to which they are fixed by one or two
nails. This is considered to reference the method by which the iron shoe was
fixed in place on early forge made two-sided wooden spades (Gailey 1968: 85;
Gailey 1970: 45).

9.1.4. Manufacture
The first spade mills came into existence in Ireland in the 1760s (Gailey 1982: v,
vi), driven in part by an increase in demand for spades that accompanied a
rapid increase in population after 1750. Almost 90 per cent of the spade mills in
Ireland identified by Gailey (1972: 26) were located in the northern part of the
country, and it has been suggested that this was due to the complexity of mass
producing the two-sided spades used in this region. Whereas the open socket
on one-sided spades could be produced relatively easily through heating and
folding sheet metal in a blacksmiths forge, the closed socket necessary for the
placement of a central handle on mass produced two-sided spades required
more complex and labour intensive hammer welding. As such, one-sided
spades continued to be made in forges over much of southern Ireland into the
nineteenth century. Northern forges were unable to keep up with local demand,
prompting a transition to mill production (Gailey 1972: 26, 27). Mass produced
spades were therefore predominantly of the two-sided variety, and by the
second half of the twentieth century had begun to undercut forge production
and to replace one-sided spades as the agricultural labourers tool of choice
throughout the island of Ireland (Ó Danachair 1963: 102; Gailey 1982: v, vi),
although demand for spades was much reduced by this time as a result of
agricultural modernisation (Gailey 1972: 27).
The forge made two-sided spades produced in the north of Ireland in the
centuries prior to the arrival of spade mill manufacture were made by local
blacksmiths for a predominantly local customer base (Evans 1957: 134),
although it was not unknown for a customer to walk ‘ten or fifteen miles’ to
procure a well-made spade (Ó Danachair 1963: 102). Evans (1957: 134) has
suggested that some spade makers occasionally won a reputation which might
be compared to that of a medieval sword forger, indicative of these craftsmen
holding a position of some status in rural agricultural communities in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Much of the spade making work appears
to have been carried out in the winter months when agricultural activity was at
its lowest ebb, in preparation for the busy period of tillage in early spring (Ó
Danachair 1963: 102; Gailey 1972: 38), and it seems reasonable to assume
that these seasonal patterns of production held true in the Late Medieval period.

The wooden components of the spade are thought to have been produced from
locally available wood species in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and
oak and ash appear to have been commonly used (Gailey 1972: 37; Gailey
1982: v). Where species analysis of archaeological Irish spades and shovels
has been carried out, oak or ash wood are reported as having been used to
produce the wooden components (Hitchcock 1853: 289; Lucas 1966: 25; Lucas
1967: 26; Lucas 1969: 112, 113; Morris 1981: 58-65).
Examination of the transverse grain direction on the spades included in this
study has proven difficult as the end grain is either obscured due to the spade
designs, or by weathering on the visible transverse surfaces. As such it has
proven difficult to determine the orientation of the wood within the living trees
from which they were carved. While it is possible that the wooden components
for the archaeological spades were carved from planks split from large trees, it
seems unlikely that large and valuable trees would have been used to produce
such low status objects. In addition, carving a long and slender spade handle
and blade from a large piece of tree trunk seems unlikely given the expenditure
of time and resources necessary to do so. Given the requirement for a long,
straight, and inflexible handle for the spade, the wooden components of the
archaeological spades were more likely carved from the trunks of young trees
than from the boughs or trunks of more mature trees. As described previously,
the handle of the spade was known as the ‘tree’ or the ‘spade tree’ in many
parts of Ireland as recently as the mid-twentieth century (Ó Danachair 1963:
114), which may indicate the origin of the wood used for this purpose. Blade
dimensions for examples cited in Gailey (1968: 77-83), indicate that newly
manufactured iron-shod wooden spades measured between 15 and 20 cms at
the widest point across the blade, and the following calculations suggest that
such spades could be produced from the trunks of relatively young trees.
European hardwoods such as oak, ash, beech and sycamore increase in
circumference by an average of approximately 1.5–2 cms per year (RFS 2015).
A perfectly circular tree trunk with a diameter of 20 cms would have a
circumference of approximately 62 cms (c=πd). Therefore, subject to species
and environmental conditions, a 30-40 year old hardwood trunk would have
reached sufficient diameter to produce the wooden component of an iron-shod
wooden spade.

While it has been suggested that ‘bog-iron ore’ was used to produce the iron
components on archaeological spades (Gailey 1982: v, vi), Late Medieval trade
records indicate that iron was a major import into Ireland at this time (see
section 6.2), and as such may also have been employed in spade manufacture.
While bog iron ore could be collected by anyone with the knowledge and
patience to locate it, a significant investment in time and resources was required
to turn the ore into a useable end product. Similarly, imported iron was likely a
valuable material in Late Medieval Ulster, and the cost of iron may have been
prohibitive for members of the labouring classes. The cost in time resources
necessary to process bog iron ore, and the high value of imported iron may
indicate why iron was used only sparingly to produce these low status tools. It
has not been possible to determine if the iron shoes on the spades included in
this research were produced from locally available bog iron ore, or from
imported iron.
9.1.5. Function
In its modern iteration, the two-sided spade was used in Ireland as an
agricultural tool in small and stony patches, and in the tilling of large fields
where one might otherwise expect to find a plough in use (Ó Danachair 1963:
99, 100). The long blade and the footrest permitted deep digging, allowing the
soil to be turned to a greater dept than with ploughing (Ó Danachair 1970: 49).
The Devon Commission, a British research project established in 1843 to
investigate unfair practices associated with land leases in Ireland, concluded
that spade cultivation offered a better crop return than ploughing, and was
competitively priced given the low cost of labour in Ireland at this time (Courtney
1974: 950). Such was the low cost of spade labour in the nineteenth century,
that groups of migratory workers known as spailpini are known to have travelled
from poorer districts in the west of Ireland to work the fields of the larger farms
of the east in the spring and at harvest time (Ó Danachair 1970: 50), echoing
perhaps the movements of migratory works in earlier periods. In addition to
cutting and turning the grass sod found in Ireland at all times of the year, the
two-sided spade was also used to produce the raised ridges or ‘beds’

necessary to grow crops on otherwise poorly drained soil (Ó Danachair 1963:
100; Ó Danachair 1970: 49; Gailey 1982: v; Coulter 1995: 96).
It is safe to assume that when the population numbers in Late Medieval Ulster
could support arable farming, iron-shod wooden spades were used in a similar
fashion to how they were used in more recent times. Seaghan Ó Néill’s
attempts at agricultural improvement in Tyrone in the mid-sixteenth century,
which included ‘putting ploughs after English sorte agoing’ (Fleming 1574) cited
in (Canny 1970: 28), indicates that extensive use of ploughs had been
somewhat restricted in parts of western Ulster in the preceding period. Ploughs
appear to have been scarce in marginal parts of Ireland even into the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Ó Danachair (1970: 49) notes that there
were no ploughs recorded for the parish of Tuosist in Co. Kerry as late as 1776,
while in 1839, only one plough was recorded in the Parish of Gweedore in Co.
Donegal, an area with a population of some 9000 inhabitants. The low
population in western Ulster after the middle of the fourteenth century is thought
to have allowed for a low intensity or ‘long fallow’ form of agriculture in which
areas of land were given over to pasture for a long period following a two or
three year growing period (Nicholls 2012: 110). Such land could not have been
ploughed directly with the light wooden ploughs available in Ulster in the Late
Medieval period (Evans 1957: 130), particularly as such ploughs are understood
in some cases to have been attached directly to the tail of the animal employed;
so called ploughing by the tail (Pinkerton 1858: 212-246). Tough sod would
have required digging and turning as it did in the Modern period, and it seems
likely that the labouring classes in Ireland would have been required to use their
spades in this manner as part of the ‘tribute’ in services offered to their local
land holder.
While no clear documentary evidence has been found for the existence of ridge
based agriculture in the west of Ulster, a field of cereal crops depicted in an
early seventeenth century map of the fort of Brian MacArt Ó Néill at
Inishloughan in south-west county Antrim (Bartlett 1602b), shows the crop
arranged into what appear to be ridged rows, within an area of land considered
to have been otherwise poorly drained (Gailey 1982: v). In addition to
agricultural use, the iron-shod wooden spades included in this research may

have been employed as a more general purpose tool; for cutting the sod used
to build the temporary shelters in which the labouring classes appear to have
lived, or perhaps for caching objects such as the ‘bog butter’ deposited in bogs
in western Ulster and across the island of Ireland throughout the Medieval
period (Downey et al. 2006: 33).
9.1.6 Dating

Fig. 18. Roman period iron spade sheaths from Hampshire (left), Gloucestershire
(middle), and Essex (right), England, after Manning 1970

Comparative dating of iron-shod wooden spades has proven difficult in the past
as almost all of the examples in museum collections in Ireland were discovered
as chance finds, typically during turf cutting activities, with much of the find
context unrecorded. While radiocarbon dating analysis was possible in the
period from 1950-1970 when much of the research on Irish iron-shod wooden
spades was carried out, technical analyses were not widely employed in folklife
research, and none of the spades studied at this time were absolutely dated
(Gailey 1968: 84). In the 1960s, the only iron spade component from a reliably
datable Irish context was that discovered in the Early Christian levels of
Ballinderry Crannóg No. 2 (Hencken et al. 1941: 48; Gailey 1968: 84). The iron
was interpreted as a sheath for a wooden spade, similar in type to the
‘enveloped’ spades described previously, so is not directly comparable with the
iron-shod spades included in this research. Closer typological comparisons
have been made between the iron components on Irish iron-shod spades and
extant metal components from third and fourth century Roman and Romano-

British examples (Corder 1943: 229, 230) cited in (Gailey 1968: 84; O'Sullivan
1972: 246; Gailey 1982: v) (Fig.18). These are thought to be the earliest
examples of iron spade shoes found

anywhere in Europe, indicative of an

ultimately Roman origin for this type of tool (Manning 1970: 21).

Fig. 19. left: Woman using iron-shod wooden spade in fifteenth century manuscript
Roman de la Rose, Bodleian MS 196,f. 126; Right: Original woodcut from the first
edition of Dürer's Small Passion published in 1511 depicting Christ with iron-shod
spade

In addition to archaeological finds, a number of authors have highlighted the
presence of what appear to be iron shod wooden spades in Medieval European
manuscripts. The only known example of Gaelic Irish origin is an unpublished
illustration of what is considered to be a one-sided iron-shod spade in a fifteenth
or sixteenth-century Gaelic manuscript (Kings’ Inns MS., Gaelic 17, fol. 6, recto)
cited in (Gailey 1970: 45; Hassall 1970: 33). Outside of Ireland, depictions of
iron-shod spades are noted (Hassall 1970: 30) in a twelfth century English
manuscript (MS.157 1130: f.382), and a fifteenth century French manuscript (de
Lorris and de Meung 1487-95: f.126) (Fig.19, left). An early sixteenth century
woodcut by Albrech Dürer (c.1510) also depicts a two-sided iron shod wooden
spade (Fig.19, right). The presence of iron-shod spades in mainland Europe
and in Britain from the third or fourth century, their depiction in western
European manuscripts throughout the later Medieval period, and the
ethnographic descriptions recorded by the Irish Folklore Commission in the mid-

twentieth century (Deery 1956: 194; Elgunn 1956: 227, 228; Murphy 1956: 220222), suggests that the spades included in this research could have been in use
in western Ulster at any time from the Early Medieval period, through to the
nineteenth century. Perhaps not surprisingly, prior research on Irish iron-shod
spades emphasised the value of obtaining more localised dates of production
and use for these objects in Ireland (Gailey 1968: 77; O'Sullivan 1972: 246).
The following sections discuss each of the three spades included in the
research with reference to the object date of manufacture, find location, and
addition information revealed through the technical analysis.

9.2. Spade HOYFM 284.1967

Fig. 20. Detail showing blade of spade HOYFM 284.1967 ⓒ National Museums
Northern Ireland

9.2.1 Technical Analysis
This incomplete spade from the collection of the Ulster Folk Museum was
discovered during ‘peat cutting’ in 1960, and was reported as having been
found at a depth of approximately 30 inches (c.76 cms) at Seskinamada,
Moneyneany townland, Co. Derry. The object is described in the museum notes
as a ‘…poorly preserved shaft and badly broken blade cut from a single piece of
timber’ (NMNI:UFM 284.1967). The spade was one of fifteen iron-shod wooden
spades included in a study by Dr. Alan Gailey, where it is noted that ‘…the end
of the shaft was provided with a tenon used to secure a handle in position; the
tenon is broken’ (Gailey 1968: 77). While only the timber portion of the spade
survives, it is clear from the position of nail holes along the sides of the blade,
and on the lower sides of the handle that it would once have been fitted with an
iron shoe. A line drawing in Gailey’s paper (Gailey 1968: 77, Fig. 1c) shown in
figure 21 indicates the position of the nail holes that would have held the iron
shoe in place, and demonstrates that the completed spade was most likely of
the two-sided variety. The length of the handle (c.90 cms), and the evidence for

a cross-piece at the end of the handle are consistent with the typology for
spades found in the northernmost parts of Ireland as described in section 9.1.3.

Fig. 21. Line drawing of spade HOYFM 284.1967 after Gailey 1968, Fig. 1c

Species analysis of the wood used to produce spade HOYFM 284.1967 was
inconclusive, but a number of micro-features identified using Scanning Electron
Microscopy (SEM) suggest that the spade is made either from oak (Quercus
robur) or ash (Fraxinus excelsior) wood. The channel at the centre of the image
in figure 22 left, is made up from a number of longitudinally aligned vessel
members. The debris like material visible within the vessel members are known
as tyloses; outgrowths that help the living tree to manage stresses associated
with drought or infection (Pallardy 2010: 67), and are only found in four native
Irish trees- ash (Fraxinus excelsior), elder (Sambucus nigra), elm (Ulmus
glabra), and oak (Quercus robur) (Schoch et al. 2004). This feature alone is not

enough
Fig. 22. Left: Tyloses filled vessels in radial section of wood sample from HOYFM
284.1967; Transverse section of wood sample from HOYFM 284.1967

to make a positive species identification, but the transverse section shown in
figure 22 right, shows a series of radially oriented late wood pores more
consistent with those found in oak or ash wood than in elder and elm. SEM
images 3 and 4 in (appendix 5: 432,433) show a transition from large tyloses
filled early wood vessels to smaller radially aligned latewood vessels; a feature
considered to be consistent with the heart wood of both oak and ash (appendix
4: 419).
The rays visible as light grey lines running from top to bottom of the transverse
section in figure 22 right are more consistent with the bi- and tri-sereate rays
associated in ash wood, although it is possible that the much wider rays typical
associated with oak (up to 30 cells wide) are simply not present in the small
sample collected from this spade. While wide ray structures in oak wood are
typically visible with the naked eye, appearing as dark ‘flecks’ on the wood
surface, these features were not visible during visual examination of spade
HOYFM 284.1967. It is possible however that the rays were obscured on the
heavily weathered tangential object surfaces. As both ash and oak wood were
commonly used in the production of Irish medieval spades, the identification of
oak or ash wood for this object is consistent with the species identification for
other archaeological wooden spades found on the island of Ireland (Hitchcock
1853: 289; Lucas 1966: 25; Lucas 1967: 26; Lucas 1969: 112, 113; Morris 1981:
58-65).
FTIR analysis of wood samples collected from spade HOYFM 284.1967 show
that the wood broadly corresponds to reference samples for both Quercus robur
and Fraxinus excelsior (Fig.23). While there are variations between the intensity
and distribution of some peaks for the spectrum from spade HOYFM 284.1967
and the oak and ash reference spectra, the majority of these variations relate
either to the amount of bound water in the samples from which the spectra are
derived, or to deterioration or loss of some of the main polymeric components;
cellulose, hemicellulose, and lignin, from the archaeological wood (see
appendix 5: 434 for more detail). The bio-mineral content of archaeological
wood is often elevated as a result of minerals deposited as by-products of
fungal deterioration, or deposited from the burial environment (Hedges 1989:

137; Genestar and Pons 2007: 333). A number of sharp but low intensity peaks
in the fingerprint region of

Fig. 23 FTIR spectra for wood sample from spade HOYFM 284.1967 (blue),
Quercus robur reference sample (red) and Fraxinus excelsior reference sample
(green)

Fig. 24 Radiocarbon dating calibration for spade 284.1967

the FTIR spectrum for spade HOYFM 284.1967 may relate to bio-minerals
within the wood structure. The co-deposition of calcium, oxygen, and sulphur in
wood from spade HOYFM 284.1967 identified using SEM EDX analysis
(appendix 5: 437-439) suggests deposition of calcium oxalate [CaC2O4(H2O)] or
calcium sulphate dihydrate [(CaSO4 · 2 H2O)] crystals in the wood; both of
which are known to be by-products of fungal deterioration (Genestar and Palou
2006: 988; Genestar and Pons 2007: 333,337). No post-collection contaminants
were indicated in the FTIR spectrum. Spade HOYFM284.1967 was radiocarbon
dated to 914 ± 27 BP. Calibration using the IntCal13 calibration curve (Reimer
et al. 2013) returned a discrete date range from A.D. 1032-1185 (Fig.24).
9.2.2 Find location
Spade HOYFM 284.1967 was discovered under 30 inches of peat at
Sesskinnamada, in Moneyneena [Moneyneany] townland. The Irish name for
Moneyneany, Móin na nIonadh is considered to mean ‘bog of wonders’ (McKay
2007: 109), and the name ‘Sesskinamada’ described in the museum record is
likely an anglicisation of Seascann na Madaí which translates as ‘bog of the
dogs’ (O'Donovan 1830a). Given the radiocarbon date of production between
A.D. 1032 and 1185 established for spade HOYFM 284.1967, there are a
number of potentially contemporary archaeological sites of interest within a
short distance of the upland bog where the spade was found, which may help to
contextualise the burial location in what might otherwise appear to be a
marginal landscape. Approximately 1.5 miles downhill from the upland bog, in
the neighbouring townland of Moydamlaght is a burial ground of uncertain age
(NISMR 2006: LDY 035:018). While the site had largely been destroyed by the
time of the Ordnance Survey (OS) in 1836, and does not feature on the maps of
the period, the OS memoirs describe how human skulls and other bones were
found by locals at the site in the early nineteenth century (NISMR 2006: LDY
035:018).
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(Placenamesni.org 2013) notes that early in the nineteenth century many skulls
and bones were unearthed at a fort in the townland, although the exact location
of the fort is not made clear. The Irish name for the townland of Moydamlaght,
Magh-d-taimhleachta has been

Fig. 25. Map detail showing upland region of Moneyneany townland, after Historic 6"
Ordnance Survey Map 1842.

translated as ‘the plain of the plague monuments/cemetery’ (Munn 1925: 49),
and the name would appear to agree with the burial aspect of the folk memory
for this site.
Local folk knowledge, also recorded in the OS memoir, suggests that a subtownland of Moneyneany may have been the original proposed location for the
‘Old Church of Scrine’ (NISMR 2006: LDY040:003), although the church was
eventually built 4.5 miles to the south in the townland of Moneyconey. While the
exact date of the foundation of the church at Moneyconey is unclear, the Annals
of the Four Masters note that the Church of Scrine was raided by a chieftain of
the Mac Lochlainn of Donegal in the year 1203 (O'Donovan 1848: M1203.4),
indicating that the church was established at this time. The region within
Moneyneany townland in which the earlier church may have been situated;
Kilcraigagh which derives from Cill Creagach or ‘rocky church’, suggests that a
church may once have stood at this site. Traces of a nearby ráth known as
Black Fort (NISMR 2006: LDY 035:007) (Fig. 25 centre) which has been
assigned a notional Early Medieval date, but could have been inhabited at a
later period (see section 4.4.2), and the neighbouring holy well of Tobervaddy

(NISMR 2006: LDY 035:012) (Fig. 25 ‘spring’) further suggest that this area was
a medieval church landholding. The name Tobervaddy has been interpreted to
mean Tobar-a-mhadaidh-m-haoil or ‘the well of the cropped dog’ in reference
to a local folk legend, and it is interesting to speculate if the ‘dog’ included in this
translation bears any relevance to the ‘dog’ in the recorded find location
Seascann na Madaí. An additional five sites scattered across the uplands of
Moneyneany are mentioned in the OS memoirs as forts (NISMR 2006: LDY
035:023-27), but are not included in the maps of the same period. A number of
sites described as ‘ruins’ on the 1836 OS map, may be associated with the forts
recorded in the OS memoirs.
While the region in which the spade HOYFM 284.1967 was found is now a
mixture of upland bog and coniferous forestry plantations, it appears to have
been more heavily forested with deciduous hardwoods in the Medieval period.
The region is thought to have been on the western edge of the great oak forests
of Glenconkyne and Killetra, (McCracken 1947: 21; McCracken 1971: 36-40;
Everett 2015: 95), both of which were heavily depleted in the Early Modern
period (Neeson 1991: 71; Hall 1992: 1; Foster and Chesney 1998: 144; Horning
2012: 173, 174). “Much of the Killetra and Glenconkeyne oak was used to build
frame houses for the new plantation towns, especially for Coleraine and
Londonderry, while shipbuilding, carried on at Coleraine until 1637, tanning and
the manufacture of barrel staves made further demands on the region’s timber
reserves” (Mc Court and Camblin 1999: 9,10). In addition to oak, ash and elm
are also known to have grown in Glenconkyne and Killetra (Hall 1992: 4). The
names of two townlands neighbouring Moneyneany; Glenedra, from the Irish
Glean Eadra which is translated to mean ‘central glen’ (O'Donovan 1830b: 93
D2, 4), and Glenshane from Gleann Sheain which is translated to mean ‘John’s
glen’ (McKay 2007: 76) support the notion that the region was forested in the
past. The Ordnance Survey memoir for Ballynascreen Parish written in 1836
notes that some of the region’s woodlands were not lost until the late eighteenth
century; ‘50 years ago the parish was all well wooded. The hills of Disert and
Shanmullagh contained ash trees 50 feet high and there were valuable oak
woods at Drumard and Moyheyland. Now it is rare, except where a few stumps
and suckers of the ancient wood appear’ (Day and McWilliams 1995: 2). The
presence of historical woodlands in this region suggests that the maker of

spade HOYFM 284.1967 would not have had to travel far to find a suitable
piece of wood to produce the wooden component.

9.3. Spade HOYFM 287.1967

Fig. 26. Spade HOYFM 287.1967 © National Museums Northern Ireland

9.3.1 Technical Analysis
Spade HOYFM 287.1967 is recorded as having been recovered from the
Ballinderry river. While most of the upper river is in County Tyrone, the lower
reaches form the boundary between Counties Tyrone and Derry. The spade is
described in a paper by Gailey (Gailey 1968: 81) as an ‘Iron-shod wooden
spade, of which the shaft and wooden blade have been cut from a single piece
of timber. There is a handle at the end of the shaft, cut from the solid’. The
cross piece is considered to be incomplete and may have formed a ‘T’ shape at
one time. The two-sided nature of the spade, the length of the spade handle (91
cms), and the presence of a carved cross piece on the end of the handle are
consistent with the design of northern Irish two-sided spades described in
section 9.1.3. Gailey goes on to note that the right step of the spade is
considerably wider than the left, and that this, in combination with evidence for
historical repair on the cutting edge of the iron shoe indicates the user of the
spade was predominantly right footed.

Reflected infrared images of spade HOYFM 287.1967 highlighted a variation in
the infrared response of the wood across the blade, indicating an area of repair
on the proper left side (Fig.27, left and appendix 6:448 for more detail). On
closer visual inspection it was clear that the colour and grain direction of the
wood used to complete the repair is different to that of the original wood of
manufacture, but the nature of the repair is confusing. While the wood surface
on the front side of the repair appears to be in good condition, the reverse
surface has a weathered and aged appearance, and is partially fragmented
along the outside edge consistent with use. While the possibility remains that
the repair was completed during the objects use life, ultraviolet induced visible
fluorescence imaging using a 365nm UV source highlighted a yellow fluorescing
adhesive along the repair edge (Fig.27 right and appendix 6: 449 for more
detail), consistent with modern polyvinyl acetate or acrylic adhesive (Nel 2006:
31). This suggests that the repair was completed in more recent times, and was
perhaps artificially distressed to reduce the visual impact of the repair. Given
the possible contemporary origin of the repair-piece, a decision was taken to
avoid the area for sampling purposes. The presence of the repair might also
suggest that the asymmetry between the right and left step widths noted by

Gailey (1968: 81) was not part of the original spade design.
Fig. 27. Left: Reflected IR image showing darker area indicative of repair; Right: UV
Induced Visible Fluorescence image showing yellow fluorescence from adhesive along
break edge

Wood species analysis for spade HOYFM 287.1967 was inconclusive. The
wood sample appeared mineralised and in poor condition, and attempts to
section the wood resulted in the sample crumbling, indicating that the wood in

this area of the spade has lost structural integrity. SEM images 1-3 (appendix 6:
452, 453) appear to show ray-vessel pitting indicating that the spade is carved
from a hardwood, and while the distribution of enlarged oval or slit like pits
visible in these images are consistent with those found in oak (Schoch et al.
2004: Quercus robur), it is not possible to rule out other hardwood species
based on this feature alone. The ray-vessel pits in ash wood are smaller and
more numerous (Schoch et al. 2004: Fraxinus excelsior) than those visible in
the SEM images 1-3 (appendix 6: 452, 453), potentially ruling out the other
wood species commonly used in the production of archaeological wooden
spades in Ireland. While a definitive species identification was not possible
using scanning electron microscopy, the dark colour of the wood on spade
HOYFM 287.1967 is consistent with an elevated iron content, and SEM EDX
analysis with elemental mapping for this object has demonstrated that iron is
present throughout the sample (appendix 6: 456-462). Oak is one of a number
of native Irish woods known to be abundant in tannins; polyphenolic
biomolecules that react in the presence of iron ions, to produce iron tannin
compounds (Scalbert 1992: 936; Cronyn 2003: 249). The Ballinderry river in
which the spade was found is fed with iron rich streams from upland bog areas
(BRT 2015), and the blackened appearance of the spade suggests that iron
derived from bio-geochemical cycling in the river, has reacted with tannins
naturally present in the wood to produce iron tannate compounds with a
characteristic blue black appearance (Preston et al. 2014: e84169). While this
type of analysis does not rule out the spade being manufactured from other
tannin rich native wood species, it is quite possible that the spade was carved

from oak wood.
Fig. 28. FTIR spectra for wood sample from spade HOYFM 287.1967 (blue), Quercus
robur reference sample (red), Iron (III) Oxide reference (green)

FTIR analysis of a spectrum collected from a wood sample from spade HOYFM
287.1967 had much in common with a reference spectrum for Oak (Quercus
robur). While there are some minor variations between the two spectra, the
majority of these variations relate to the state of hydration of the archaeological
and reference wood samples, and to deterioration or loss of the hemicellulose
component in the archaeological wood sample (Fig.28) (please see appendix 6:
454 for more detail). A number of additional peaks visible in the spectrum for
spade HOYFM287.1967 below 1000cm-1 may relate to a combination of iron
(III) oxide and iron (III) oxide hydroxide, more commonly known as rust. An
orange colouration consistent with rust was noted at the sample collection area,
and may have occurred as a result of contact between the corroded iron and
wood components of the spade (appendix 6: 451). There are otherwise no
preservation related post-collection contaminants indicated in the FTIR
spectrum for spade HOYFM 287.1967. In addition to the elemental distribution
of iron described above, SEM EDX analysis also identified traces of
phosphorous and sulphur within the wood sample. The presence of these
elements is consistent with that reported for bacterially degraded wood
submerged in water (Gelbrich et al. 2008: 27-29; Preston et al. 2014: e84169),
and is not unexpected for an object recovered from a river. The presence of
calcium and sulphur within the sample may also indicate deposition of calcium
sulphate dihydrate [(CaSO4 · 2 H2O)] crystals in the wood; a by-product of
fungal deterioration of wood (Genestar and Palou 2006: 988; Genestar and
Pons 2007: 333,337), although the distribution of these elements in the wood
sample from spade HOYFM 284.1967 is not particularly localised, as might be
expected for crystal deposition.
Radiocarbon dating of the wood from spade HOYFM284.1967 returned an
uncalibrated date of 397±25 BP. The IntCal13 calibration curve (Reimer et al.
2013) plateaus somewhat for the period from 500-300 calBP, and as such the
calibrated date range stretches from A.D. 1439-1619 (Fig. 29). The calibration
curve is split into two main peaks with the earlier stretching from A.D. 14391520 (80.5%), and the latter from A.D. 1591-1619 (14.9%). While the later date
range cannot be ruled out the balance of probability suggests that the earlier
date range A.D. 1439-1520 is more likely.

Fig. 29. Radiocarbon dating calibration for spade 287.1967

9.3.2 Find location
The provenance for spade 287.1967 is somewhat vague. While the spade is
recorded as being found in the Ballinderry River, no more localised find
information is available. The Ballinderry River rises in the foothills of the Sperrin
Mountains and twists its way through Kildress and Cookstown in County
Tyrone, before finding its way down to the Lough Neagh basin, skirting the
border between counties Tyrone and Derry as it does so (Fig. 30). From its
point of origin in Cam Lough on the southern slopes of the Sperrin Mountain
range to Lough Neagh in the east, the river runs for a distance of 47km (BRT
2015). The Ballinderry river was significant in the period in which spade
HOYFM287.1967 was potentially manufactured and used, as it marked the
northern boundary of the Great Ó Néill lucht tighe or mensal lands (FitzPatrick
2018: 169). As the spade could have been deposited and recovered at any
point along the river, no further historical contextual research on the find
location has been possible for this object.

Fig. 30. Detail showing lower Ballinderry River and surrounding region after Historic 6"
Ordnance Survey Map 1842.

9.4. Spade 1969.678

Fig. 31. Spade 1969:678 © National Museum of Ireland

9.4.1 Technical Analysis
Spade 1969.678 is from the archaeological collection of the National Museum of
Ireland. It was found about one metre deep in a bog at Ballynakillew Mountain,
Co. Donegal. The spade is described as consisting of ‘blade and part of a shaft,
which are cut from a single piece of wood, with an iron shoe fitted to the blade
to form the working edge. The remainder of the shaft is missing, having been
broken off in antiquity’ (O'Sullivan 1972: 244). While spade 1969.678 is
incomplete (Fig. 31), O’Sullivan notes that nail holes in the wood indicate that
the metal straps that currently extend only a short distance from the iron shoe
component, would at one time have continued up the sides of the blade, across
the steps, and a short distance up the sides of the handle. O’Sullivan draws
comparisons with a second, more complete iron-shod spade from County
Donegal (1966:32), found in Carnatreantagh townland, in the north of the
county (Fig.32). The lower half of this example bears a strong resemblance to
spade 1969.678, and it seems likely given the north Irish find location that
spade 1969.678 would have had a relatively short handle with a “T” shape cross
piece much like that of spade 1966:32. O’Sullivan also notes that the iron shoe

from spade 1969.678 has undergone repair, and from the nature of the wear on
the spade, visible in a weld overlap on the rear of the blade, it can be surmised
that the user was most likely right footed (O'Sullivan 1972: 245).

Fig. 32. Spade 1966:32 after Lucas 1966, Fig.8

The wooden component on spade 1969.678 appears to be made from birch
(Betuala pendula) wood, a departure from the oak and ash found to have been
commonly used to produce many other archaeological wooden Irish spades
(Hitchcock 1853: 289; Lucas 1966: 25; Lucas 1967: 26; Lucas 1969: 112, 113;
Morris 1981: 58-65). The ‘eyelash’ like features visible in Fig. 33 left is a
scalariform perforation plate, a valve-like membrane present on the vessel
members of a small group of native Irish hardwoods, namely alder (Alnus
glutinosa), birch (Betuala pendula), hazel (Corylus avellana), and holly (Ilex
aquifolium) (appendix 4: 421). These features were visible at multiple points
within the wood sample collected from spade 1969:678 (appendix 7: 474, 475).
The number of individual ‘bars’ that make up these plates is species specific,
and whereas the number of bars on Hazel wood plates ranges from 5-10, the
number on Birch ranges from 10-25, Alder from 10-20 or more, and Holly from
15-20 (appendix 4: 420). The number of bars on the plates visible in the spade
sample far exceed the number typically found in hazel wood, narrowing the
species identification to either alder, birch, or holly. The pore distribution pattern
visible in the transverse section in Fig.33 right shows a sparse scattering of
solitary or radial multiples of 2-4 pores consistent with birch wood. By way of

comparison, the pores are more densely packed in the alder wood transverse
plane, and in

Fig. 33. Left: SEM image for wood sample from spade 1968:678 showing scalariform
perforation plate; Right: SEM image showing Transverse section of wood sample from
spade 1968:678

Fig. 34. FTIR spectra for wood sample from spade 1969:678 (blue) and Betula pendula
reference sample

holly are distributed in long radial multiples and clusters (see appendix 4: 421
for visual comparison guide).
The FTIR spectrum for the wood sample collected from spade 1969.678 is a
close match for the birch (Betula pendula) reference spectrum. There are some
minor variations between the intensity of some peaks in spectra 1969.678.1 and
the birch reference spectrum (Fig.34), which relate primarily to partial
deterioration of the holocellulose component of the archaeological sample,
consistent with fungal deterioration of the wood (appendix 7: 477, 478). No
post-collection contaminants are indicated in the FTIR spectrum for spade
1969.678.

Fig. 35. SEM-EDX elemental mapping showing vessel member from the wooden
component on spade 1969.678 (left), and co-deposition of Al (middle) and Si (right).
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concentrations of aluminium, silicon, and in some cases iron within some of the
vessel members in the wood from spade 1968.678 (Fig.35 and appendix 7:
479-481). The concentrations of aluminium and silicon visible within the vessel
members might suggest the presence of bio-minerals sequestered during the
life of the plant. While silicon has been found to alleviate many abiotic and biotic
stresses in plants, high concentrations of aluminium are considered toxic. Codeposition of silicon and aluminium as inert bio-minerals in plant xylem is
thought to counteract the toxic effects of high concentrations of aluminium in the
growth environment (Birchall 1992: 59; Evans and Hodson 1995: 169; Currie
and Perry 2007: 1383,1384). The co-deposition of silicon and aluminium in this
sample might suggest therefore that the wood used to make spade 1969.678
was grown on aluminium rich soil. Alternatively, these minerals may have
accumulated in the wood vessels in the waterlogged burial environment. The

iron visible in some vessel members using SEM EDX mapping (appendix 7: 480,
481) may relate to iron uptake from mineral deposits in the burial environment,
or to iron transfer from the corroded metal spade component during burial.

Fig. 36. Radiocarbon dating calibration curve for spade 1969:678

Spade 1969.678 was radiocarbon dated to 245 ±25 BP. The IntCal13
calibration curve for this period (Reimer et al. 2013) is somewhat erratic,
returning a calibrated date range from A.D. 1527-1941 (95.4%). The
uncalibrated date 245 ±25 BP intersects the IntCal13 calibration curve at 4
narrow and widely distributed points (Fig.36). The later date range from A.D.
1941 to the present (3.3%) can almost certainly be discounted as iron-shod
wooden spade production had transitioned from forge to mill production by the
nineteenth century. While the earlier range of A.D. 1527-1552 (4.3%) cannot be
entirely discounted, there is a higher probability (87.7%) that the wood sample
from spade 1969.678 belongs to the central calibrated range from A.D. 16331800.

9.4.2 Find location
Spade 1969.678 was discovered on a layer of gravel, 'beneath the fourth sod’
(about one metre deep), in a bog in the townland of Ballynakillew Mountain,
County Donegal. The Irish name for Ballynakillew is recorded as Baile na
Coilleadh which is translated to mean ‘land of the wood’ (O'Donovan 1835c).
Ballynakillew Mountain, as the name suggests is situated in an upland area of
County Donegal (c. 170 metres above sea level), and is approximately 8km
west of the Christian Pilgrimage Site of Lough Derg. The townland is by no
means the highest point in the region, with Oughtarnid Hill rising 270 metres
above sea level to the west, and Flughtra Hill rising to 220 metres above sea
level to the north. The upland bog location, in combination with the names of the
surrounding townlands might suggest that this was an area of mountain pasture
used as part of the process of transhumance practiced in parts of western
Ulster into the nineteenth century. The use of the word ‘Barr’ meaning ‘Upper’ in
the names of two neighbouring townlands Rossilly Barr, and Mullanasole
Barr to the west of Ballynakillew Mountain suggests that these townlands were
the upland grazing areas for two corresponding coastal townlands of Rossilly
and Mullanasole

Fig. 37. Detail showing lower Ballynakillew Mountain and surrounding region after
Historic 6" Ordnance Survey Map 1842

approximately 10 kilometres to the west. The 10km distance between the lower
and upper townlands is within the range suggested as typical of the distance
between other documented homestead and booley sites (Ó Danachair 1983: 36,
37; Gardiner 2015: 57,58).
The use of the word Mín which has been translated as ‘Mountain Pasture’
(Logainm 2016: Glossary), in the Irish names of two additional neighbouring
townlands; Mín Niallasain (Meenanellison) (Logainm 2016) and Mín Suidhe
Finn (Meenshefin) (O'Donovan 1835c) to the east of Ballynakillew Mountain
further suggests that this area was employed as upland grazing for the
surrounding lowlands. The distance between the coastal townlands and their
corresponding uplands previously described would presumably have been too
far for animal attendants to travel on a daily basis, and it seems likely that
summer booley shelters would have been necessary for those attending the
cattle. The availability of fresh water evidenced through the small loughs and
streams present in Ballynakillew Mountain and in the surrounding townlands,
indicates that the region would have been suitable for booleying (Fig.37). While
the Irish place name Baile na Coilleadh indicates that the area was once an
area recognisable for its woodland, there is little evidence of woodland on the
1830s era Ordnance Survey map.
Despite the evidence for transhumance indicated in the surrounding townland
place names, there are no excavations or historic monuments recorded for
Ballynakillew Mountain or for any of the surrounding townlands (Historic
Environment Viewer 2017; Excavation.ie 2019). There is little evidence of
historical settlement on the 1830s era Ordnance Survey map of the region
beyond a small number of what appear to be isolated cottages marked on the
map. Given the most probable calibrated radiocarbon date range of A.D. 16381800, spade 1969.678 may have been lost or discarded by cattle attendants
booleying in the region, or by the inhabitants of the isolated settlements marked
on the 1830s era Ordnance Survey map. Given the incomplete nature of the
spade, it seems likely that it was discarded because it was damaged beyond
repair.

9.5 Conclusion

Fig. 38 Comparative calibration diagram for spades included in this chapter

Technical analysis of the three spades included in this research provides new
evidence for the manufacture and use of iron-shod wooden spades in western
Ulster from the eleventh or twelfth century onward (Fig. 38). While the earliest
possible calibrated radiocarbon date derived from the spades included in this
study is A.D.1032 (spade 284.1967), other examples of iron-shod wooden
spades in Irish museum collections may yet be demonstrated to have been
produced at an earlier period. The earliest origins of iron-shod wooden spades
in Ireland are still unclear, but it has been demonstrated that forge made ironshod wooden spades were replaced by mill produced spades in the north of the
country from the eighteenth century onwards. Even a conservative estimate
suggests that objects of this type were made and used in western Ulster over a
period spanning more than seven centuries. The production of iron-shod
wooden spades beyond the end of the Gaelic period indicates that despite new
cultural influences arriving in Ulster, this aspect of the material culture remained
unchanged for some time after. The eventual driver for change in this long-held
tradition of craft-based manufacture appears to relate primarily to issues of
supply and demand that arose from the turbulent period of population increase
after 1750.
The apparently longstanding typological distribution of two-sided spades in the
north of Ireland, and one-sided spades in the south is interesting, and may
suggest that cultural exchange between the northern and southern most
reaches of the island was restricted in the Late Medieval period. Alternatively,
this distribution pattern might suggest that there was some variation in the
nature of spade use in different parts of the country. The addition of a ‘T’

shaped cross-piece on northern spades for example, would appear to reduce
the effort required to turn the wider blade on a two-sided spade from side to
side as would be necessary for ridge-based agriculture in the potentially wetter
northern

climate.

Modern
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considerable variation in Ireland, and even at a local level, small but seemingly
significant variations in the width and length of the blade are considered to have
reflected local variations in soil type (Evans 1957: 136,137). While the blades of
Medieval period spades do not appear to have been locally specialised to quite
the same degree, the anthropomorphic names for the various components of
the spade in Ireland noted by Ó Danachair (1963: 113,114) as being in use
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; lamh, dorn, and cluasa, meaning
hand, fist, and ears respectively, appears to describe an object that was deeply
personalised and well known to the user. As with northern spades from more
recent centuries, the design of iron-shod wooden spades from Ulster indicates
that the tool was used for tillage, and given the long hours that members of the
labouring classes would spend at this task, it is perhaps not surprising that the
spade was so intimately perceived by the user.
Species analysis of the wood used to produce the wooden component of the
spades was challenging due to a combination of the conservative sampling
designed to minimise the visual impact on the objects, and the deteriorated and
mineralised nature of the wood at some sample locations. While species
analysis of spade HOYFM 284.1967 and HOYFM 287.1967 appear to show
features consistent with the oak and ash wood commonly used to produce
archaeological wooden spades and shovels in Ireland, the later, potentially
Modern period spade 1969.678 is made from birch wood (Betula pendula).
Historical documentary evidence has shown that some woodlands in western
Ulster were more heavily exploited in the Early Modern period than was the
case in the preceding centuries (Neeson 1991: 71; Hall 1992: 1; Foster and
Chesney 1998: 144; Horning 2012: 173, 174), and given the somewhat later
date range for spade 1969.678 (A.D. 1638-1800), the possibility exists that the
availability of oak and ash was reduced at the time that the spade was
manufactured. Alternatively, the use of birch wood for the spade from County
Donegal may simply reflect a historically more limited availability in this area of
the oak and ash more commonly used for spade production. As the iron

components of the spades were not analysed as part of this research, it has not
been possible not determine if the iron used to make the spade shoes was
imported, or domestically produced from bog iron ore. In either case the limited
use of iron on the spades suggests that iron was a relatively valuable material in
Late Medieval Ireland. As with iron-shod wooden spades, the light wooden
ploughs that were in use in some parts of Ireland from the Medieval period until
as recently as the nineteenth century incorporated the bare minimal amount of
iron necessary to make a serviceable tool (Evans 1957: 130) indicating that iron
remained a valuable material in Ireland well into the Modern period.
Radiocarbon dating of the spades included in this research has provided some
new context for understanding the find locations for these objects. Where the
find location is clearly reported, a combination of historical mapping, place
name interpretation, and historical sites and monuments data has been
employed to understand why the spades may have been lost or deposited in
seemingly marginal locations. Many of the sites and monuments referenced in
the individual object find location sections have not been absolutely dated, but
have been assigned notional dates of construction and occupation. The
presence of the eleventh or twelfth century spade HOYFM 284.1967 for
example, may suggest that the nearby Black Fort (NISMR 2006: LDY 035:007),
currently notionally recorded as of Early Medieval construction, was occupied
into the Late Medieval period. Similarly, the dating of spade 1969.678 to the
Early Modern period indicates human activity in the uplands of south Donegal at
this time. The combination of radiocarbon dating and place name interpretation
of the upland bog find location for this object makes a strong case for
archaeological exploration of this region for evidence of booleying structures.
The find location interpretations for the spades add some colour to the
otherwise bland ‘bog’ find descriptions for these objects, adding new meaning to
these landscapes for the contemporary inhabitants.

10. Lossets
10.1. Contextual Research
10.1.1 Terminology
The large wooden trays included in this research are known in Ireland as
lossets, a word derived from the Irish word losad, a kneading trough, or more
figuratively, ‘a table spread with food’ (Dinneen 1904: 446). The appearance of
the word losset in some Irish place names may refer to a ‘shallow depression’
(PlacenamesNI 2013: Losset), although it is argued that the place-name
allusion seems to be ‘not so much to shape, as to use and production’ (Joyce
1898: 430) of the land in question. As such, a fertile or ‘well laid out field’ is
described as a losset in some parts of Ireland (Dinneen 1904: 446; Orpen 1910:
228). In each case, the word losset appears to hold positive connotations, and
is associated in Ireland with concepts of nourishment and contentment. The
word has a long history of use in Ireland; for example, the losat is descried as a
kneading trough amongst the objects used in making and baking bread in the
Senchus Mór (Joyce 1906: 363), a collection of laws written in the Early
Medieval period, but ‘known and observed from time immemorial’ (Ginnell 1894:
86) in Ireland. An interesting analysis of the transmission of the word losset
notes that it is used in in some parts of present day Australia to describe a basin
used for mixing dough, perhaps as a result of the eighteenth and nineteenth
century Irish diaspora to this part of the world, despite the word having fallen out
of common use in Ireland (Ó Muirithe 2011: Losset).
The terminology used to describe wooden archaeological vessels makes it
difficult to differentiate between objects which may have been used as lossets,
and deeper ‘trough’ like vessels with a potentially different function. Dr. Caroline
Earwood, one of the leading specialists in the field of archaeological British and
Irish domestic wooden artefacts has noted that ‘no recognized categorization of
wooden vessels has been established’, and that distinctions between different
types are made somewhat arbitrarily based on shape and size. Earwood
continues, ‘naming of wooden containers is a reflection of modern thinking’, and
the terminology used in the archaeological literature does ‘not necessarily
reflect function’ (Earwood 1990: 80). Thus, a rectangular oak object found

beneath a trackway at Corlea, Co. Longford is described as a trough, despite
the objects similarity to ‘dough boards used in recent times in Ireland’ (Earwood
1993b: 50), and a rectangular shaped object with flat horizontal handles at
either side found at Loch Glashan Crannóg, Argyl, Scotland (Earwood 1990: 8083), is described as a trough, despite its apparent similarity to the wooden
lossets included in this research. A group of lossets at the Armagh County
Museum, Northern Ireland, including losset 67.1947 discussed below, are
described as wooden ‘trays’ (Earwood 2008: 4), illustrating how variations in the
terminology used to describe some archaeological and folk life collections may
have created barriers to understanding material cultural continuity in Ireland.
10.1.2 Function
While the historical naming convention for lossets indicates that they were used
primarily as kneading surfaces for the preparation of bread, descriptions of the
word losset collected by the Irish Folklore Commission in the late 1930s
suggest that the meaning of the word had diversified by this time. One account
describes how the losset was used for forming freshly churned butter into
‘prints’ or ‘rolls’ (Maguire c.1937a: 969:35), and a second account describes
how butter was transported in flat wooden containers called lossets (Aalen et al.
1997). While many folk period accounts confirm the use of the losset as a work
surface for preparing bread or oak cakes (Cullen c.1937: 899:90; Hassett
c.1937: 654:226; Mag Uidhir c.1937: 1100:33; O Brien c.1937: 882:119; Rielly
c.1937: 105:30,31; Ryan c.1937: 629:489, 490), the losset is also described as
a woven basket-like object or ‘wicker frame’ used for ‘teaming’ (draining the
water from) boiled potatoes (Martin c.1937: 994:62), or for carrying potatoes (Ní
Théinfhir c.1937: 947:173) or turf (Reilly c.1937: 989:287) in different parts of
Ireland.
Many accounts describe either a wooden or basket style losset being used as a
temporary table or communal plate around which the family gathered to eat
(Fig.39) (Byrne c.1937: 966:298; Maguire c.1937b: 206:425,426; Mc Loughlin
c.1937: 217:398,399; Ní Ghabhann c.1937: 979:213; Smith c.1937: 981:237).
Tables did not become a common feature in many traditional rural Irish houses

until the twentieth century (O'Neill 1977: 30), and in poorer parts of the country,
some families are recorded as having eaten their meals from a basket known as

Fig. 39. Description of eating communally from a losset at Muineal, Co. Cavan by
student at Coratillon School, Co.Cavan. © National Folklore Collection, University
College Dublin. Volume 966, 298

a skeehogue (Evans 1942: 73), which was sometimes set on top of a threelegged iron cooking pot (Danaher 1964: 31,32). Small wooden boards were
used for this purpose in earlier times, and were hung on or rested against the
wall when not in use (Pococke 1891: 87; Evans 1942: 73). It has been
suggested (O'Neill 1977: 30) that this practice influenced the development of
the hinged foldaway tables recorded as being fixed to the walls in traditional
rural Irish kitchens into the twentieth century (Kennedy 1875: 38,66; Gailey
1966: 23-25; Danaher 1985: 40,41). A number of folk accounts describe the
losset as a standalone piece of furniture with a hinged top incorporating a
shallow mixing bowl (Lacy c.1937: 758:26; Ní Chatháin c.1937: 837:259),
indicating that either as a table or more substantial piece of furniture, the once
portable losset eventually found a more sedentary position in the Irish kitchen.
How can lossets be understood in the context of Late Medieval western Ulster?
Given the impermanent nature of the labouring classes in this period, the losset
can perhaps be interpreted as a portable multi-purpose work surface. Such
portability might refer to movement between the inside and outside of the
shelter, or over longer distances such as might occur through transhumance.
While it has been shown that large items of furniture such as tables were

uncommon in the homes of the poorest in Ireland until after the mid-nineteenth
century (O'Neill 1977: 33), it appears that in the late sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries, even the tower houses and castles of the Irish nobles
lacked extensive furnishings. Aodh Ó Domhnaill was said to be embarrassed at
the lack of furnishings in his castle at Lifford during a visit by Spanish agents in
1596 (Morgan 1988: 23, 24), and early seventeenth century accounts of Gaelic
tower houses written by visiting continental Europeans note that ‘they have little
furniture, and cover their rooms with rushes, of which they make their beds…’
(Croften Croker 1837: 41) cited in (Moss 2018: 489, 490). Analysis of sixteenth
and seventeenth century bardic poetry suggests that ‘patrons were more
inclined to hear about their houses and furnishings in this period than before’
(Gillespie 2009: 55, 56), which might suggest that furniture and furnishings were
considered less important, and were potentially even more sparse, in the homes
of Gaelic elites in the preceding centuries. Given the apparently sparse
furnishings of the Gaelic nobles in the Late Medieval period in Ulster, it seems
safe to conclude that members of the lower social classes in Gaelic Ulster; from
retainers, to smaller landholders, to the landless classes were unlikely to own
large items of furniture. Joyce (1906: 346) indicates that while tables may have
been in use during Gaelic noble feasting, those at the bottom of the social
ladder were unlikely to have eaten in this way. In the case of the highly mobile
landless classes, large items of furniture would potentially have been too
cumbersome to transport as they went about their seasonal movements in the
landscape, and the losset may have been employed as a more portable
alternative.

Fig. 40. Shallow wooden trough from Durness Scotland after Close-Brooks (1984:579).
National Museum of Scotland NMS SHC9.

The evidence for cereal crop production in western Ulster presented in section
4.3 supports the idea that lossets were used to knead the dough necessary to
make oaten bread or the oak cakes (Lucas 1960: 11; de Cuéllar 1988: 32; de
Perellós 2012: 3,9) described as having been eaten in Late Medieval Ulster. In
keeping with their use in more recent centuries, lossets may also have been
employed to process freshly made butter into chunks after it was collected from
the churn, and an oak ‘trough’ (NMS SHC9) discovered in a bog near Durness
in Scotland in 1969 (Close-Brooks 1984: 579,580) was found to contain chunks
of ‘bog butter’ (Fig. 40). The trough from Durness has much in common with the
design of the lossets included in this research, indicating that objects of this
type may have been employed in dairying practices. Given the absence of
tables amongst the Irish labouring classes in the Late Medieval period, it is
possible that some meals were eaten communally from the losset, as they
appear to have been in more recent centuries, although given the absence of
potatoes in Ireland at this time, the exact nature of this communally shared food
is unclear. Additionally, some lossets may have found a use as general purpose
work surfaces, as evidenced in the chop and punch marks observed on the
surface of a losset from Carrickatimpan, County Donegal (1959.49, Fig.41)
examined at the National Museum of Ireland in the preliminary stages of this
research.

Fig. 41. Wooden losset 1959.49 found at Carrickatimpan, County Donegal. © National
Museum of Ireland

10.1.3 Manufacture
Wooden lossets, including the three examples in this research, appear to have
been carved from a thick, wide plank, most likely split from the trunk of a mature
tree. The grain direction of the wood on all of the lossets examined in the
course of this study indicates that the longest dimension of the losset is oriented
along the longitudinal wood grain. The width of the losset was therefore
restricted to the width of the tree from which it was carved, and it seems likely
that makers sought to maximise the width of the losset by sizing the object to
the extremities of the raw log or plank. The centre of the plank was likely
hollowed out using an adze type tool to create the internal ‘dish’ of the losset,
although no confirmative tool marks were visible on the surfaces of the lossets
included in this study, perhaps as a result of the surfaces being abraded to a
smooth finish after the ‘roughing out’ with the adze was complete. The external
surfaces are likewise almost entirely absent of tool marks, but small cutting
marks around the handles and around the small lugs projecting from
underneath the handles suggest that these areas were carved with a sharp
knife. While the function of the handles on the lossets is perhaps selfexplanatory, the requirement for a small ‘lug’ projecting from underneath the
handle is less clear. This feature might be interpreted as a support or ‘strut’ to
prevent the handles from breaking off under load. In some examples, the
wooden lugs have holes drilled through indicative of their role as points to
suspend or fix the losset in place during transport or use, although the absence
of holes in the lugs on other examples calls the universality of this function into
question.
There appears to have been a transition to ‘turning’ as a production method for
wooden vessels in Britain and Ireland in the first millennium A.D., with turned
objects becoming increasingly common during the ninth and tenth centuries
(Earwood 1993b: 94), yet skillfully made wooden artefacts are reported as
becoming less common in some parts of Ireland from the second millennium
A.D. (Earwood 1993b: 244). While turning is more well suited to the production
of objects with a circular surface area, and would have been unsuitable for the
production of wooden lossets, the continued use of rudimentary methods of
production in western Ulster supports the idea put forward in section 6.2, that

capital and technological development was undermined in the more ‘traditional’
Gaelic region of western Ulster as a result of the systems of administration and
ongoing low-level social unrest in this region. Such rudimentary methods of
production were not limited to medieval times, and appear to have continued in
use into the Modern period.
“Observation of rural life in Ireland dating from the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries describe vessels of archaic type which had become virtually obsolete
in the rest of Europe” (Earwood 1993b: 237).
As the production of large wooden lossets like those included in this study was
dependent on the availability of large trees, traditional losset making may have
declined in Ulster in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Trees of suitable
diameter became less common following the loss of mature woodland in the
region from the Early Modern period onward. The availability of raw materials
may have prompted a shift to woven basketry style lossets, or to variants
formed by combining smaller pieces of wood, such as those described in the
records of the Irish Folklore Commission (Mc Cabe 1938: 223:40,41; Martin
c.1937: 994:62; Ní Théinfhir c.1937: 947:173).
10.1.4 Dating
No exact matches for the style of lossets included in this research appear to
have been radiocarbon dated (Earwood 2008: 4), and such objects are
considered difficult to date on typological grounds as they are rarely decorated
or otherwise stylistically distinctive (Earwood 1993b: 50). Radiocarbon dating of
shallow wooden troughs, which while narrower in width than the lossets
included in this research share elements of design in common, has shown that
this style of object has a long history in Britain and Ireland, dating back to at
least the late Iron Age (Earwood 1993b: 100). The shallow wooden trough
(E310:15) found under a trackway at Corlea in County Longford, and described
previously as reminiscent of the dough boards used in Ireland until recent times,
is dated to the second century B.C. (Raftery 1990: Fig.62; Earwood 1993b:
50,52). A ‘trough’ with projecting handles (Trough 121, Fig.42) was one of three
shallow wooden examples found during excavations at a Crannóg in Loch

Glashan in Scotland in 1960 (Earwood 1990: 80-83), and is dated to between
the sixth and eighth centuries A.D. (Earwood 1993a: 356). The butter filled
trough from Durness in Scotland (NMS SHC9, Fig.40) described previously, has
been dated to a period between the late tenth and thirteenth centuries A.D.
(Close-Brooks 1984: 580,581; Earwood 1993b: 100; Earwood 1993a: 361).
Somewhat closer to western Ulster, a trough (DoE 28160) of similar type to
those found at Loch Glashan was discovered during excavations of a ráth at
Deer Park Farms in County Antrim, and is dated to the seventh century A.D.
(Earwood 1993b: 100, 272).

Fig. 42. Shallow wooden trough from Loch Glashan Crannóg, Argyll, Scotland, after
Earwood 1990:82, Object number 121

Earwood notes that flat wooden troughs may have been common ‘well into the
medieval period over much of north and west Europe’ (Earwood 1993b: 102),
and cites a ninth or tenth century A.D. example from excavations at a Viking
village in Denmark, and a fourteenth century example from Novgorod in Russia
to demonstrate the wide ranging distribution in both time and place for objects

of this type (Kolchin and Chernetsov 1989: 73; Earwood 1993b: 102; Earwood
1993a: 356).

Fig. 43. Losset found near Cullybackey, Co. Antrim after Knowles 1902:26.

Lossets more closely resembling those included in this study appear to have
been commonly found in bogs in Ireland in the nineteenth century (Knowles
1902: 26) (Fig.43). Earwood has noted that many of the lossets found in this
period lack the context necessary for secure dating (Earwood 1993b: 102), and
no examples of the sub-rectangular to elliptical lossets found during turf cutting
activities in Irish bogs appear to have been absolutely dated. An example found
in a bog near Ballymoney in County Antrim (Frazer 1891: 586) was considered,
based on the depth at which it was discovered, to have been deposited some
1500-1600 years before its discovery in the late nineteenth century, although
Frazer notes that this approach to dating is highly speculative. While it has been
suggested that many of the lossets found in Irish bogs ‘may be dated to the
later Medieval or post-Medieval periods’ (Earwood 1993b: 102), a survey of the
wooden lossets in the Armagh County Museum, which includes a stylistic dating
assessment of losset 67.1947 included in this study, suggested that objects of
this type may be of late Iron Age production (Earwood 2008: 4). Despite
Earwood’s recommendation that one or more of the lossets in the Armagh
collection should be radiocarbon dated, no dating of the objects is known to
have taken place, and the origins of these objects in Ireland remains something
of a mystery. The following section will discuss each of the three lossets

included in the research with reference to the object date of manufacture, find
location, and additional information revealed through technical analysis.

10.2. Losset 67.1947

Fig. 44. Losset 67.1947. © Armagh County Museum.

10.2.1 Technical Analysis
Losset 67.1947 was found at a depth of “12 turf” in a bog near Bellaghy,
Co.Derry. The object is in two parts (Fig. 44), and a note on its acquisition
describes how when discovered, it was ‘split longitudinally and repaired through
pairs of holes’ along the length of the split, and that ‘near one end is an oval
knot hole surrounded by a ring of perforations for a patch now missing’
(Weatherup 1978: 43). Examination of the ‘knot hole’ described suggests that
the hole may in fact have been accidentally created, by placing the losset
bottom side down on a hot surface or open fire. A large indented area of
scorching surrounds the hole on the underside of the vessel, indicative of this
being a more likely cause of the damage (Fig.45). An attempt was made to
cover the hole, presumably during the working life of the object, as the
acquisition notes continue, ‘when the tray was first discovered the oval hole
therein was covered with leather which appeared to be in good condition but
soon rotted away’ (Weatherup 1978: 43). The interior of the repair holes
surrounding the knot (or burn) hole, and the holes along the longitudinal break

were examined for evidence of binding material, but nothing was found. The
evidence of historical repair for this object, particularly given the almost
irreparable condition of the object, suggests that this was a highly prized object,
and that the damage to the object was likely considered by the owner as highly
regrettable. Given the extent of the damage to this object, it is quite possible

that it was eventually disposed of by the owner.
Fig. 45. Reflected infrared image of underside of losset 67.1947. © Armagh County
Museum.

The wood used to produce losset 67.1947 was previously identified as oak
(Quercus robur) (Scannell 1980). The large rays in oak wood, which can be up
to 30 cells wide, are visible to the naked eye in the tangential surface of the
wood, and the prominent rays visible as dark ‘flecks’ visible on the wood surface
in figure 43 support the prior wood species identification. SEM images of the
wood microstructure show micro-features that further confirm the species
identification. SEM images 1 and 2 (appendix 8: 492, 493) show large early
wood vessels typical of oak wood. Debris-like material visible within the vessels
are tyloses; outgrowths that help the living tree to manage stresses associated
with drought or infection (Pallardy 2010: 67), and these are found in only four
native Irish wood species including oak (Quercus robur). The combination of the

large, wide rays, large early wood vessels, and the presence of tyloses all
indicate that this losset is made from oak wood.
The grain direction visible on the losset indicates that it was carved from a large
trunk, with the longest dimension of the object aligned longitudinally in the trunk
from which it was carved. As such the maximum width of the losset gives some
indication of the size, and therefore the projected age of the oak tree from which
the losset was carved. Assuming that the widest point of the losset corresponds
with the widest part of the living tree from which it was carved, the losset would
have required a tree with a diameter of at least 53cm. A perfectly circular tree of
this diameter would have a circumference of approximately 166 cms (C=πd),
and as European hardwoods such as oak are considered to increase in
circumference by an average of 1.5-2 cms per year (RFS 2015), the production
of this object would have required a tree of at least 80-110 years old. The tree
could have a significantly wider circumference (and therefore be of greater age)
if the losset was not carved from the widest point of the living tree.
FTIR analysis of a wood sample from losset 67.1947 indicates that the object
was treated with a petrochemical-based preservative at some time in the past.
There are a number of sharp peaks between 2970 and 2840 cm-1, and at 1458
and 1377 cm-1 for the spectrum from losset 67.1947 that do not appear in the
oak reference spectrum (Fig. 46). These peaks relate to C-H stretching
vibrations, and their presence indicates that the wood contains an alkane-based
contaminant. While the collection treatment history for objects from the Armagh
County Museum is not fully documented, it is possible that the object has been
treated with a petrochemical based preservative, as a strong chemical smell
was noted when examining this object. Wood conservation treatments using
petroleum are noted as being in use in Europe in the early twentieth century
(Unger et al. 2001:4), despite their value as pesticides being called into
question. The reference spectrum for kerosene, which consists predominantly
of C6H14 (Mohammadian et al. 2013: 235) is shown here for purposes of
comparison with a petrochemical, and is a close spectral match for the unknown
peaks in spectrum 67.1967.1. While such contaminants can influence
radiocarbon dating analysis, the contaminants present in this object were
communicated on the radiocarbon dating sample submission documentation,

and appropriate pretreatment of the sample was carried out to remove the
contaminant from the wood prior to analysis.

Fig. 46. FTIR spectra for wood sample for losset 67.1947 (blue), Quercus robur
reference sample (red), kerosene reference sample (green)

The FTIR spectrum for losset 67.1947 is otherwise broadly comparable with
that of the oak (Quercus robur) reference sample. Minor variations between the
archaeological and oak reference spectra relate primarily to the amount of
bound water in the samples from which the spectra are derived, and to
deterioration or loss of the main polymeric components; cellulose, hemicellulose
and lignin (see appendix 8: 495 for more detail). The reduction in intensity for
these bands is consistent with the object having undergone fungal deterioration,
and the presence of trace amounts of calcium and sulphur identified through
SEM EDX analysis (appendix 8: 497-499), may indicate the presence of
calcium sulphate dihydrate [(CaSO4 · 2 H2O)] crystals in this object; a byproduct of fungal deterioration of wood (Genestar and Palou 2006: 988;
Genestar and Pons 2007: 333,337). Localised deposition of silicon in the
sample identified using SEM EDX (appendix 8: 498-499) might indicate that dirt
or grit containing silica (SiO2), was embedded at the sample location on the
underside of the object either during its use life, or during burial. Alternatively,
some higher plants are known to sequester silicon from the surrounding soil in
vivo, in the form of silicic acid (Si(OH)4), to alleviate abnormalities of growth,

development, and reproduction (Currie and Perry 2007: 1383,1384), and this
presents a second possible explanation for the localised distribution of silicon in
this sample.

Fig. 47. Radiocarbon dating calibration for losset 67.1947

Losset 67.1947 was radiocarbon dated to 746 ± 26 BP. Calibration using the
IntCal13 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2013) returned a discrete date range
from A.D. 1223-1288 (95.4%) (Fig. 47). The sample location for losset 67.1947
was influenced by the requirement to reduce the visual impact of sampling on
the object. The sample was collected from the inside edge of a longitudinal
crack that runs the length of the object, as this area is hidden from view when
the object is on display. As the sample was not collected from the latest wood
growth, some additional calculation was required to interpret the radiocarbon
date for this object. The orientation of the rays partially visible on the transverse
faces of the object (along the handle sides) indicated that while the losset was
carved from a large tree, the wood was located within the outer rings of the
living tree. It is estimated that the date at which this tree was felled could
exceed the stated radiocarbon date by 20-30 years. While the possibility
remains that the object was made from old wood, losset 67.1947 was likely
made in the thirteenth or early fourteenth century.

10.2.2 Find location

Fig. 48. Detail showing Bellaghy and surrounding region after Historic 6" Ordnance
Survey Map 1842

Losset 67.1947 is recorded as having been found in a bog near Bellaghy,
Co.Derry. The Irish name for Bellaghy, Baile Eachaín, is translated to mean
‘Eachaín’s townland’ (PlacenamesNI 2013: Bellaghy). While some investigation
was carried out to more precisely locate the bog in which the object was found
(McElhinney 2019), no further detail was uncovered. An early nineteenth
century map of the region’s bogs (Longfield et al. 1814: Pl. XXI), indicates that
Bellaghy was surrounded by bog land at this time, including the large bogs of
Castledawson to the east, Ballymacpeak to the north, Coolbane to the east, and
Mayola Water bog to the south. Any attempt to place the find more locally would
be speculative, but information on the origins the place name Bellaghy indicates
a potentially long association with the Ulidian hEachaidhéin family. Eachaín, the
modern Irish spelling of Eachaidhéin, forms the final element of the surname Ó
hEachaidhéin or O’Haughey (PlacenamesNI 2013: Bellaghy). A scanned entry
on the logainm.ie website (Logainm 2016: Bellaghy) notes ‘there is a tradition
that the present Bellaghy or “Eochy’s town” was named from Eochy, the son of
Apdgal, the last king of Ulster. He lived shortly after the battle of Clontarf’

(A.D.1014). The long-term settlement of this region by the Ó hEachaidhéin may
help to contextualise the thirteenth or fourteenth century losset 67.1947 found in
the landscape surrounding the present-day town.

10.3. Losset 1887.1

Fig. 49. Losset 1887.1. © National Museum of Ireland.

10.3.1 Technical Analysis
Losset 1887.1 is recorded in the museum notes as having been found in a bog
in the townland of Knockninny, Co.Fermanagh. This large losset (l 91.5, w 52.5,
d 8.7) is carved from a single piece of wood (Fig. 49), and the orientation of the
rays visible on the top and underside tangential surfaces, and on the transverse
surfaces visible on the exterior and interior of the object handle sides, indicates
a slightly off-set longitudinal orientation of the losset within the living tree from
which it was carved. Part of the carved handle on one side has been lost, and a
hessian patch has been adhered along the underside of the remaining handle
next to the area of loss, presumably to support this weakened area. Ultra-violet
induced visible fluorescence images of the repair shows a strong blue-white
fluorescence of the adhesive (Fig. 50) consistent with a range of historical and
modern adhesives including rabbit skin glue, polyvinyl acetates, and acrylics
(Nel 2006: 31). The adhesive is shown to extend beyond the hessian patch, and
the decision was taken to avoid sampling from this area to avoid possible issues
of contamination. The top surface of the losset is considerably darker than the
underside, which may relate to the use-life of the object, or possibly to an

accumulation of post-collection surface dirt. Cloudy blooms noted on the top
surface of the object were not investigated as part of his research, but it is
possible that these relate to mould growth, or to embedded fatty deposits on the
object which may be of diagnostic value for future research.

Fig. 50. UV induced visible fluorescence image showing support with adhesive on
losset 1887.1. © National Museum of Ireland

Examination of the wood sample collected from this object indicates that it is
made from birch (Betula pendula) wood. The scalariform perforation plates
visible in SEM images 1-3 (appendix 9: 511, 512) are found in only four native
Irish wood species- alder (Alnus glutinosa), birch (Betuala pendula), hazel
(Corylus avellana), and holly (Ilex aquifolium), and the number of individual
‘bars’ that make up the plate is specific to each species. Whereas the number of
bars on hazel wood perforation plates ranges from 5-10, the number on birch
ranges from 10-25, alder from 10-20 or more, and holly from 15-20 (Appendix 4:
420). The number of bars visible in SEM images 1-3 far exceeds the number
typically found in hazel wood, narrowing the species identification to either alder,
birch, or hazel. The pore distribution pattern visible in the transverse section in
SEM images 4 and 5 (appendix 9: 513) show a relatively sparse scattering of
solitary or radial multiples of 2-4 pores consistent with birch wood. By way of
comparison, the pores are more densely packed in the transverse section of

alder wood, and in holly wood are distributed in long radial multiples and
clusters (see the reference images in appendix 4: 421 for more detail). In
addition, the ray-vessel pits visible in SEM images 2 and 3 (appendix 9: 512)
are somewhat smaller and more numerous than might be expected for alder,
and are more consistent with those of birch wood (please see appendix 4: 421

for a visual comparison guide).
Fig. 51. FTIR spectra for wood sample for losset 1887.1 (blue), Betula pendula
reference sample (red), kerosene reference sample (green)

While losset 1887.1 is in many ways a close spectral match for that of the birch
(Betula pendula) reference spectrum, as with losset 67.1947, the sample
appears to contain a contaminant. A number of intense peaks between 2955
and 2850 cm-1, and at 1458 and 1378 cm-1 in the spectrum for losset 1887.1
(Fig. 51, appendix 9: 514 for more detail) relate to C-H stretching vibrations, and
their presence indicates that the wood contains an alkane based contaminant.
While the collection treatment history for this object is not fully documented, it is
possible that the object has been treated with a petrochemical based
preservative. Wood preservation treatments using petroleum are noted as being
in use in Europe in the early twentieth century (Unger et al. 2001:4), despite
their value as pesticides being called into question. The reference spectrum for
kerosene, which consists predominantly of C6H14 (Mohammadian et al. 2013:

235) is shown here for purposes of comparison with a largely alkane based
petrochemical. Additional minor variations between the intensity of some peaks
in spectra 1887.1 and the birch reference spectrum relate to deterioration or
loss of some of the main polymeric components; cellulose, hemicellulose, and
lignin, in the archaeological wood sample (see appendix 9: 514 for more detail)
indicative of the wood having undergone fungal deterioration.
The apparent co-deposition of calcium and sulphur identified using SEM EDX
analysis (appendix 9: 518) may indicate the presence of calcium sulphate
dihydrate [(CaSO4 · 2 H2O)] crystals in this sample; a by-product of fungal
deterioration of wood (Genestar and Palou 2006: 988; Genestar and Pons 2007:
333,337). The presence of localised concentrations of silicon visible in the
upper left hand corner of SEM EDX site of interest 1 (Fig.52) and the lower left
hand corner of site of interest 2 (appendix 9: 518) might indicate that dirt or grit
containing silica (SiO2) has been embedded in the underside of the object either
during its use life, or during burial. While some plants are known to sequester
silica in vivo as silicic acid [Si(OH)4] from the surrounding soil to alleviate
abnormalities of growth, development, and reproduction (Currie & Perrie
2007;1383,1384), the distribution in the sample from losset 1887.1 does not
appear to follow the morphology of the plant tissue as would be expected in this
case.

Fig. 52. Scanning electron image (right) and SEM-EDX elemental map of wooden
sample from losset 1887.1 showing distribution of Si (right) on sample surface

Fig. 53. Radiocarbon dating calibration for losset 1887.1

Losset 1887.1 was radiocarbon dated to 626 ± 25 BP. Calibration using the
IntCal13 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2013) returned a date range from A.D.
1290-1398 (95.4%) (Fig. 53). As with losset 67.1947, the sample location for
losset 1887.1 was influenced by the requirement to reduce the visual impact of
sampling on the object. As such, the sample was collected from a fragmentary
area on the underside of the losset; an area hidden from view when the object
is on display. As the sample was not collected from the latest wood growth for
this object, some additional calculation was required to interpret the radiocarbon
date. The grain direction of the wood for this object indicated that the sample
was collected from wood only a short distance from the core of the tree.
Estimations of the diameter of the tree from which losset 1887.1 was carved
suggest that the tree could have had an additional 110-150 years of growth
after the point at which the radiocarbon dating sample was produced in the
living tree. This increases the date range for this object to the period between
A.D.1400-1547.

10.3.2 Find location
Losset 1887.1 is recorded in the museum notes as having been found in a bog
in the townland of Knockninny, Co.Fermanagh. The Irish name for Knockninny
is recorded as Cnoc Ninnidh which is translated to mean ‘(Saint) Ninnidh''s hill’
(Muhr 1999: Knockninny). Saint Ninnidh was a sixth century Irish saint believed
to have been the founder of the monastery at Inishmacsaint or Inis Maigh Samh
(Colgan 1948: 395a,405b), about twenty miles away from Knockninny townland.
In addition to Cnoc Ninnidh; a small hill located in the west of the townland, a
holy well known as ‘Saint Ninian’s Well’ (NUSMR: FER245:019) is located
within the townland boundary. While the medieval origin of the well has been
disputed based on the possibility that the current site was underwater prior to
Upper Lough Erne being drained in the nineteenth century (O'Hara 1992), the
well is recorded in Henry's ‘Upper Lough Erne in 1739’ as,
“…being a plentiful foundation of pure water, having a clearance and coolness
scarce to be met with. It was at that time a popular spot for boatspeople to retire
to for their entertainments for which and around it are arranged benches of sod
and over it a shade of aquatic trees” (Henry 1892: 46).
Wakeman described the well in the late nineteenth century as being enclosed
‘within walls of two covered structures, the inner one being probably of the era
of our earliest churches’ (Wakeman 1879: 338). The townland name, and the
presence of both St. Ninnidh’s Hill and the holy well of St. Ninnidh within the
townland suggest that the area held some past religious significance. The
closest medieval church seems to have been Cell Naile (NISMR: FER 244:017),
in the townland of Lismonaghan next to the village of Kinawley (Cill Naile),
approximately 5 miles to the west of Knockninny. The Annals of Ulster refer to
unrest in the area around the period to which Losset 1887.1 is dated; in 1387,
‘Domnall, son of Donnchadh Mag Uidhir and Matthew Mac Conlega were killed
in Cell-Naaile’ (MacCarthy 1895: U1387.9). The Annals of Ulster later record
that

‘Cell-Naale’

was

burned

in

1538

(U1538.17);

‘A

hosting

by

O'Raghalligh northward to Cnoc-Ninte [Cnoc Ninnidh], at instigation of the
daughter of O'Raghalligh and of the sons of Mag Uidhir. The Hill and the town
of O'Manchain and Clann-Amhlaim and Cell-Naale were burned by them’. The

church at Kinawley is shown roofless on a 1609-10 Baronial map of the area
(Lowry-Corry 1919: 36,37).

Fig. 54. Detail showing Knockninny townland (lower left) and surrounding region after
Historic 6" Ordnance Survey Map 1842

‘Cnoc-Ninte’ is referred to in the Annals of Ulster as the home of ‘Cathal Mag
Uidhir… the son of Mag Uidhir’ (Maguire et al. 1895: U1450.1), and appears
therefore to have been a site of noble settlement at this time. The small island
of Inishlirroo, located approximately 400-500 metres off the coast of Knockninny
townland on the 1830s era OS mapping (Fig.54) seems like a suitable location
for a crannóg settlement of the type known to be inhabited by Gaelic nobles of
the period (section 4.4.1). While no archaeological excavations or remains are
recorded for the island, it is situated in a sheltered cove, and the distance to the
mainland is short enough to be practical for regular crossing. The distance
between the island and the mainland shore is considerably shorter in the
present day (c.200m) than it was in the past, due to Upper Lough Erne being
drained in the nineteenth century. If a crannóg did exist on Inishlirroo, it seems
possible then that the townland of Knockninny served as the associated
agricultural land for the crannóg settlement, and perhaps as a site for the types
of temporary settlement associated with the non-landholding classes. While a
crannóg-type settlement seems possible for a person of Cathal Mag Uidhir’s

status, alternatively, a caiseal (NISMR: FER 245:012) located on the nearby
Naan Island West (visible in the upper right corner of figure 54), might also be
considered as a potential, albeit a somewhat grander site of noble settlement.
The island’s name is considered to be derived from An Áin, translated to mean
‘the ring’ (O'Donovan 1834c), based on the island's shape, but this may
conceivably have referred to the caiseal built on the island’s south-western
coast. While the caiseal has been assigned a notional Early Christian date of
construction and occupation, recent research into ringforts in Ireland (Section
4.4.2) has considered the possibility that rathanna and caisil continued to be
used and reused into the Late Medieval period in some parts of Ireland. Beyond
the island settlements described, the next closest substantial settlement of
potential medieval origin marked on the 1830s Ordnance Survey mapping is a
ráth

(NISMR:

FER260:001)

situated

in

the

townland

of

Mullyneeny,

approximately 2 miles south-south-west of the lough coast at Knockninny.

10.4 Losset 1938.9734

Fig. 55. Losset 1938.9734. © National Museum of Ireland.

10.4.1 Technical Analysis
Losset 1938.9734 is recorded as having been found at a depth of about 4 feet
in a bog at Tullyard townland, Co. Donegal. The losset was found in 1938 by
workmen involved in the ‘peat development scheme’, and was erroneously
reported in the press at the time as including a ‘silver mounting’ (Donegal bog
discovery 1938: 3). This losset is somewhat smaller than the other lossets
included in this research (l.60, w.34.5, d.9.6 cm). It is cracked in several places,
some of the rim has been lost, and it has undergone planer distortion, most
likely as a result of stresses on the wood during drying after its discovery (Fig.
55). From its current condition, it can be surmised that the losset was broadly
ovoid shaped when first carved, with projecting handles on the two shorter sides.
Prior wood species identification carried out for this object indicates that it is
made from ash (Fraxinus excelsior) wood, and the wood species analysis
completed as part of this research supports this conclusion. The presence of
tyloses in the vessels of the sample collected from this object (SEM images 1-4,
appendix 10: 532-534), the bi- and triseriate rays visible in SEM images 2 and 5
(appendix 10: 533, 534), and the presence and distribution of large early wood

vessels in the transverse sections (SEM images 3 and 4, appendix 10: 533, 534)
are all consistent with reference material for Fraxinus excelsior wood (Appendix
4: 419) and (Schoch et al. 2004: Fraxinus excelsior). Close visual examination
of the end grain for losset 1938.9734 (visible in the macro documentation image
in Fig. 56), appears to show early wood vessel clustering in the lighter coloured
wood at the growth ring boundary. The larger holes visible on the transverse
surface are not vessels, and most likely relate to splits in the rays in the wood
as a result of stresses introduced through drying of the waterlogged
archaeological object, otherwise evident in the planer deformations for this

object.
Fig. 56. Macro image showing end grain of losset 1938.9734. © National Museum of
Ireland.

The FTIR spectrum for losset 1938.9734 is a close match for that of the
Fraxinus excelsior reference spectrum. While there are some variations
between the intensity and position of some peaks in the two spectra, the
majority of these variations relate to deterioration or loss of some of the main
polymeric

components;

cellulose,

hemicellulose,

and

lignin,

in

the

archaeological wood sample. The reduction in intensity of the peak at 1032cm-1
relative to the ash reference spectrum suggests a loss of the cellulose and
hemicellulose components in the wood sample from losset 1938.9734 (Fig.57

and appendix 10: 535 for more detail). Loss of this kind is associated with
fungal deterioration of

Fig. 57. FTIR spectra for wood sample for losset 1938.9734 (blue), Fraxinus excelsior
reference sample (red)

wood, and the co-deposition of calcium and sulphur highlighted through SEM
EDX analysis (appendix 10: 537-539) indicates the presence of calcium
sulphate dihydrate [(CaSO4 · 2 H2O)] crystals in this sample; a by-product of
fungal deterioration of wood (Genestar and Palou 2006: 988; Genestar and
Pons 2007: 333,337). A trace amount of bromine is noted from the EDX
analysis (appendix 10: 538). While it is possible that the bromine detected here
relates to post-collection fumigation of the object with methyl bromide (CH3Br)
(CAMEO 2017: Methyl bromide), there is no history of methyl bromide
fumigation at the National Museum of Ireland Archaeology. Alternatively, the
bromine in the sample may be related to the burial environment for this object,
as humification processes occurring in peat bogs can in some cases promote
bromine accumulation in humic acids (Zaccone et al. 2008: 26).

Fig. 58. Radiocarbon dating calibration for losset 1938.9734

Losset 1938.9734 was radiocarbon dated to 575 ± 26 BP. Calibration using the
IntCal13 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2013) returned a date range from A.D.
1305-1418 (95.4%) (Fig.58). As with the other lossets included in this research,
the radiocarbon sample location for losset 1887.1 was influenced by the
requirement to reduce the visual impact of sampling on the object. As such, the
sample was collected from the edge of a crack on the underside of the losset;
an area hidden from view when the object is on display. As the sample was not
collected from the latest wood growth for this object, some additional calculation
was required to interpret the radiocarbon date. The grain direction of the wood
for this object indicates that the tree may have had an additional 50-70 years of
growth after the point at which the radiocarbon dating sample was produced in
the living tree. This shifts the date range for this object to a slightly later range
between A.D. 1355 and 1488.

10.4.2 Find Location

Fig. 59. Detail showing Tullyard townland (upper left) and surrounding region after
Historic 6" Ordnance Survey Map 1842

Losset 1938.9734 is recorded in the museum notes as having been found at a
of depth of four feet in a bog in the townland of Tullyard, Co. Donegal. The Irish
name for Tullyard is recorded as An Tulaigh Árd which is translated to mean
‘high hill’ (O'Donovan 1835c). Despite what this name might suggest, the
townland is not particularly elevated (c.50 metres), and the landscape rises to
90 metres above sea level in the townlands to the northwest, and rises
considerably to c.200 metres above sea level in the townlands to the north. The
boggy appearance of the landscape in Tullyard suggests that while it was
unsuitable for agricultural purposes, the townland may have been used for
grazing in the summer months, as part of the transhumant booleying practices
employed in western Ulster into the nineteenth century. There are relatively few
sites or monuments of medieval origin in the region where losset 1938.9734
was found. No sites or monuments are recorded for the townland of Tullyard,
and the townland is otherwise notable for a body of water, Lough Ananima, in
the northeast corner of the townland, and for the Owenea River which marks
the townland’s southern boundary (Fig.59). The name of the townland of

Derries, Na Doiridhe, to the southeast of Tullyard suggests that part of the
Owenrea River valley was populated with oak woods at one time.
Beyond the townland of Tullyard, there are a number of historical sites and
monuments which may help contextualise the find location for losset 1938.9734.
Perhaps most promising is the combination of three sites located in the
neighbouring townland of Kilrean Upper to the south. The townland hosts a ráth
(DG074:007001)

of

possible

Medieval

origin

sited

on

a

prominence

approximately 70 metres above sea level (marked as a ‘fort’ in the lower middle
of Fig.59). A church (DG074:009001) of possible twelfth century origin is
located within approximately 400 metres of the ráth, and a holy well is sited
between the ráth and the church. The presence of these features in such close
proximity, in combination with the townland name Kilrean or Cill Aráin which has
been translated to mean ‘church of the bread’ (O'Donovan 1835c), and the
name of the nearby townland of Lackaghatermon indicative of an area of
religious sanctuary (Jefferies 2002: 55), suggests that this was likely a medieval
church landholding. Such a landholding could well have made use of the boggy
neighbouring land in Tullyard townland for seasonal grazing. The small
townland of Mullantiboyle to the east of Tullyard has been translated to mean
‘hill-top of the Boyle's house’ (O'Donovan 1835c) consistent with this region
being part of the O’Boyle lordship in the Late Medieval period (Nicholls and
Quinn 2009: 2,3). No historical remains are indicated at this location, but the
townland name might suggest that the area hosted a local sub-chieftain at one
point in the past. A rath in the townland of Letterlilly to the north of Tullyard
(DG074:001), may indicate an additional area of potential medieval settlement
which could contextualise the fourteenth or fifteenth century losset found in
neighbouring Tullyard townland.
10.5 Conclusion
The combination of technical and contextual research completed in this section
demonstrates that the lossets included in this study were made and used in
western Ulster in the Late Medieval period (Fig.60). The range of Modern period
use applications expressed in the records of the Irish Folklore Commission may

provide some context for how the objects were used historically. It is suggested
that lossets were not used for one specific task in the Late Medieval period, but

Fig. 60. Comparative calibration diagram for lossets included in this chapter

served a range of needs including food production, as communal serving dishes,
or perhaps for more general domestic tasks or craft production. In this respect,
the losset can perhaps be thought of as a forerunner to the kitchen table, and
the transition from a portable object to a hinged occasional table, and eventually
to a more permanent piece of furniture as described in Irish folk period accounts,
appears to mirror the societal transition amongst the Gaelic labouring classes
from a highly mobile lifestyle in the Late Medieval period to more sedentary
lifestyle in more recent times. While the sparseness of furnishings in some rural
Irish houses into the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is often attributed
solely to material poverty, which was no doubt a contributing factor, we might
also consider this sparseness of furnishing as a hangover from earlier,
impermanent settlement period. It has been suggested that for many families
the Early Modern transition from a mobile to a sedentary lifestyle was resisted,
as permanent settlement was considered ‘…as grievous unto them as to be
made bond-slaves’ (Chischester 1610) cited in (Prendergast 1855: 426). It is
suggested that concepts of impermanence amongst the Late Medieval
labouring classes did not come to an abrupt end in the Early Modern period,
and may also have continued to influence material expression in later times.
The use-ware evidenced on the lossets included in this study may inform the
context in which the objects were used, and how such objects were valued. It is
tempting to interpret the large hole in losset 67.1947 as damage caused by
carelessly placing the object on top of the hot coals of a nearby hearth in the
course of the daily domestic chores. The limited accounts of food production

from Late Medieval Ulster indicate that food preparation tasks were carried out
by women, and one can perhaps imagine the family matriarch having a few
choice words to say about the damage inflicted on this cherished possession.
The leather patch that was fixed around the hole in losset 67.1947 when the
object was first discovered indicates that it was considered of sufficient value to
merit repair. Even a complete split of losset 67.1947 does not seem to have
been enough to convince the owner to dispose of the object, and the opposing
holes along the break edge indicate that this object, like others described in the
literature (Knowles 1902: 26), was repaired during its working life. These
longitudinally oriented but shallow objects may have been prone to splitting
through repeated cycles off wetting and drying, and we can perhaps imagine
more experienced owners taking care to prevent their losset from getting wet, or
more pragmatically giving the Ulster climate, taking care that the losset did not
dry out too quickly. As each of the three lossets analysed in this study were
produced from different wood species, it is not possible to say if one wood type
was preferential to another in this respect. The method of repair employed to
rejoin the two pieces of losset 67.1947 is reminiscent of the repairs carried out
on porcelain platters in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries in which
drilled
opposing holes along the break edge were riveted together using molten metal,
indicating a potential continuity in the method of repair for domestic objects of
this shape and size (Fig.61).
The absolute dating of the lossets included in the study provides a basis for
understanding and interpreting the landscapes in which they were found. While
this type of analysis is reliant to some extent on the quality of the provenance
for each object, plausible Late Medieval interpretations of the find locations
have been proposed for two of the three objects under study. In each case the
interpretations allow us to go beyond the otherwise vague ‘bog’ find locations
for these objects, and while it can be argued that these interpretations are to
some extent speculative, they are a useful starting point towards understanding
the potential role of crannóga and church landholdings as settlement anchors in
Late Medieval Ulster. As with the spades in the previous chapter, the lossets
may serve as signposts for otherwise archaeologically elusive Medieval rural

settlement in western Ulster, and open up new avenues of investigation for
archaeological field work in the region.

Fig. 61. Underside of twentieth century porcelain platter 48.1974 showing traditional
repair. © Armagh County Museum

11. Troughs
11.1 Contextual Research
11.1.1 Introduction
The three wooden troughs included in this research are interpreted as vessels
used for heating liquids, which in turn may have been used for a range of
personal and domestic tasks including bathing, cooking and processing textiles.
Hot stone boiling is achieved through the repeated addition of fire heated stones
to a liquid filled container, which over time raises the temperature to the desired
level. Much of what has been written about this technology in Ireland relates to
prehistoric archaeological features known as ‘burnt stone bounds’, and the
following section explores the use of hot stone boiling technology in Ireland in
relation to this archaeological, and additional historical literary evidence. While
the three troughs included in this research have proven to be of Iron Age origin,
this section examines the possibility that due to the limited availability of
alternative means for heating water, hot-stone boiling in wooden vessels
remained prevalent in western Ulster throughout the Medieval period, and in
some rural areas, until modern times.
11.1.2 Fulacht fiadh
‘Pyrolitihic’ technology is demonstrated to have been used in Ireland from the
second or third millennium B.C. (Ó Drisceoil 1988: 671; Ó Neill 2000: 19). The
use of this technology is known from the remains of archaeological sites known
in a wider European context as ‘burnt stone mounds’, and in Ireland as ‘fulacht
fiadh’. The term fulacht has been translated to mean a ‘recess’ or ‘cavity’, and
by extension ‘cooking place’, and the word fiadh to mean ‘of the deer’ or ‘of the
wild’, in reference to the open-air nature of these sites. Fulacht fiadh are also
known as ‘fulacht fian’, with the word fian thought to refer to the ‘Fianna’, a
mythological, psuedo-historical Irish army known for their love of hunting and
living outdoors (O'Kelly 1954: 138; Ó Drisceoil 1988: 673; O'Sullivan and
Downey 2004: 36). Terminology relating to fulacht fiadh appears in the Irish
historical literature from at least the ninth through to the eighteenth century (Ó
Drisceoil 1988: 673; Hawkes 2011: 77).

Fig. 62. Log boat/canoe reused as a water-boiling trough at Killalough, Co. Cork (photo:
Eamonn Cotter) from Hawkes 2015:36

Fulacht fiadh are densely distributed throughout the island of Ireland (Ó
Drisceoil 1988: 672; Hawkes 2015: 32), and are typically situated in marshy
ground next to a source of fresh water. These sites are archaeologically
identifiable through a combination of a horseshoe shaped mound of ‘burnt’
stone, often cracked or embrittled through cycles of heating and rapid cooling,
and a depression or ‘trough’ dug into the ground nearby (Barfield and Hodder
1987: 370; Brindley et al. 1989: 25; Quinn and Moore 2007: 8). It is believed
that siting the trough below the water table allowed the contents to be naturally
replenished from ground water, as the liquid contents overspilled and was lost
through the addition of hot stones. While some of the earliest troughs appear to
have been unlined, they began to be internally lined from about the middle of
the second millennium B.C. (Hawkes 2015: 32). Lining allowed for more
efficient boiling, and added structure to the trough in otherwise soft and boggy
ground, and troughs have variously been found to be lined with ‘stone, planking,
roundwood, wattle, clay, hollowed-out logs or a combination of these materials’
(Hawkes 2015: 33). Some troughs have been interpreted as reused log boats
(Fig. 62), formed by hollowing out a large tree trunk, in much the same way as
the troughs included in this study (Hawkes 2015: 35). While many of the onepiece troughs found in fulacht fiadh are much larger than the three examples

included in this research, it is perhaps not difficult to imagine a transition from
large fixed-place cooking troughs, to smaller, more mobile vessels, with more in
common with the examples included in this research.
A number of use cases have been proposed for fulacht fiadh, and for burnt
stone mounds outside of Ireland, with cooking and bathing receiving the most
attention in the archaeological literature (O'Kelly 1954; Ó Drisceoil 1988: 679; Ó
Neill 2000: 19; O'Sullivan and Downey 2004: 36). The proposed functions are
based on a combination of archaeological evidence, and to references in Irish
mythological and historical literature. Brewing, textile dying and processing,
leather working, curing meat, making porridge, and processing cremations (Ó
Neill 2000: 19; O'Sullivan and Downey 2004: 36; Quinn and Moore 2007: 10),
have also been proposed as potentially taking place at these sites. Each of
these tasks are considered to rely on a supply of hot water, and it has been
demonstrated through experimental archaeology that a large volume of water
can be brought to boiling temperature through the addition of hot stones in a
relatively short period of time (Ó Drisceoil 1988: 674, 675). In one example 454
litres of water was brought to the boil within thirty-five minutes, and once boiled
was kept at boiling point through the addition of large stones every fifteen to
thirty minutes (O'Kelly 1954: 121), highlighting the relative efficiency of this
technique.
Analysis of both excavation data and historical literary evidence in an influential
mid-twentieth century paper on Irish fulacht fiadh, led the author to conclude
that these sites could be dated anywhere from the Early Bronze Age through to
the seventeenth century A.D. (O'Kelly 1954) cited in (Ó Néill 2003: 79). By the
1980s, the majority of the radiocarbon dating evidence indicated that burnt
mounds were prevalent in the Middle Bronze Age, but were not used after 500
B.C. (Brindley et al. 1989: 28). The number of radiocarbon dates for fulacht
fiadh increased dramatically in Ireland in the following decades, and an early
twenty-first century study of 93 radiocarbon dates from Ireland confirmed a
concentration in the Middle and Late Bronze Age (Ó Néill 2003: 83; Ó Néill
2009: 40). Amongst this group, a small number of fulacht faidh excavations
produced radiocarbon dating results (including through artefact associations)
that appeared to suggest a date range for these monuments stretching into the

Medieval period, but a subsequent detailed re-evaluation of this data has
convincingly demonstrated that no primary dating evidence exists for fulacht
fiadh beyond the Late Iron Age (Hawkes 2011: 83).
11.1.3 Literary evidence for pyrolithic technology
While it appears that fulacht fiadh were not a feature of medieval Ireland, the
use of pyrolithic technology is considered to have continued in Ireland and in
some other parts of Europe until recent times, and the use of hot stones for
heating water in one form or another is documented throughout the Medieval
and Modern periods. A passage in the medieval ‘Life of St. Munnu’ (otherwise
known as St. Fintan) first recorded in writing prior to the fifteenth century
describes how when making bread, the monks…
“…did not sieve the flour, but rather, mixed it in a basin with water, chaff and all,
and cooked it with fire-heated stones” (Plummer 1910: 228) cited in (Ó Néill
2003: 79).
A Late Medieval example of Irish soldiers cooking with hot stones while
stationed in France is noted by French (1899: 43) where the author, in a scene
reminiscent of the ‘Feast of the Mac Sweynes’ from John Derricke’s woodcut
series ‘The Image of Irelande’ (Derricke 1883: Pl. 3), describes how,
“having skinned a cow, they formed a bag or trough by lashing the skin firmly at
the four corners to trees or stakes, and then having poured water into the trough,
they kindled a large fire at one side, and they boiled the water and cooked the
meat by heating stones to a great heat and throwing them into the trough”
(French 1899: 43).
The description of the Irish solders in France is dated to the period around 1544
(Hedges 1974: 71,72; Ó Drisceoil 1988: 675; Ó Néill 2003: 80), while Derricke’s
woodcut series was produced in 1581 (Knapp 2000: 416), and from these
accounts it would appear that cooking with hot stones was known of in the
sixteenth century, if not personally observed by the narrator in French’s account
or by John Derricke himself. Broadly contemporary mention is made in the

historical literature of the native Irish cooking in this manner. Spencer (1894: 99)
describes how ‘The Scythians also used to seeth the flesh in the hyde, and so
do the North Irishe yet’, and perhaps somewhat more confusedly, Moryson
(1735: 228) notes that ‘all these pieces of flesh, as also the entrails of beasts
unwashed, they seethe in a hollow tree lapped in a raw cow's hide and so set
over the fire’, further evidencing this practice in Ireland in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries.
A detailed paper on ‘Washing and bathing in ancient Ireland’ by Lucas (1965),
cites a wide range of medieval accounts where hot stones are used to heat
water for bathing. Amongst the accounts we hear the eleventh or twelfth century
tale of a scholar Aislinge Meic Conglinne, dismayed at having arrived as a guest
at a monastery to find that the ‘…bath-tub [lothomur, ‘washing trough'] of the
guest house, with the water of the night before in it, with its stones [cona
clochaib]’, had not been emptied or cleaned since the previous guest (ed.
Meyer 1892: 11) cited in (Lucas 1965: 77). A twelfth century reference is made
to exceptional ‘washing stones’, which ‘admit not the heat of any fire; nor when
plunged into water do they hiss like other stones’ (ed. Swift 1809: 142) cited in
(Lucas 1965: 77), and an account relating to the life of the sixth or seventh
century St. Berach describes how,
“One night the monks were in the refectory asking for hot water. Berach put a
stone for every monk on the fire to heat the water; and he put on two extra
stones. Coemgen asked the meaning of the [extra] stones. Berach said: Two
monks are on their way here [who are included] in this refection reckoning, and
these two stones will be wanted to heat water for them.' And the water was
made hot, and a stone for each monk was put into the water” (ed. Plummer
1922a: 30; ed. Plummer 1922b: 29,30) cited in (Lucas 1965: 77, 78).
A number of Modern period examples of heating liquids with hot stones are
noted in the literature, and relate both to Irish and to wider British and European
traditions. Some of the ‘meaner sort’ of Gaelic inhabitants of the Hebridean
Islands are recorded in the mid-eighteenth century as,

“…boiling their beef in the hide; or otherwise (being destitute of vessels of metal
or earth) they put water into a block of wood made hollow by the help of the dirk
and burning; and then with pretty large stones heated red-hot, and successively
quenched in that vessel, they keep the water boiling, till they have dressed their
food” (Burt 1822: 173,174).
A number of references are made to the curative properties of heated ‘hectic
stones’, added to liquids for drinking or bathing in the Western Isles of Scotland
in the seventeenth century (Martin 1703: 134,181,182,268), and a native of
Cruit Island, Co. Donegal in Ireland is recorded as heating milk by adding hot
stones in the late nineteenth century, with this being the usual way to heat
liquids in the region until tin and iron vessels became more common (Ó
Duilearga 1939a: 294). Even into the early twentieth century, a number of
German breweries continued a long tradition of making ‘stein [stone] beer’, in
which hot stones were added to a wooden trough containing mash
(Gustawsson 1949: 164,165; Quinn and Moore 2007: 10), and in Finland, a
traditional unhopped ale known as ‘Sahti’ continues to be made in some rural
communities in this way (Quinn and Moore 2007: 10).
11.1.4 Metal and ceramic vessels in Medieval Ulster
In addition to pyrolithic technology references in the literature, it seems likely
that in the absence of metal or easily transportable ceramic vessels, the poorest
demographic in Late Medieval Ulster may have had little choice but to use
heated stones to boil water for cooking and for other domestic tasks.
“Cooking with hot stones may seem, from a twentieth-century viewpoint, to be
the least obvious of solutions to a universal problem, but for cultures which do
not possess the means of making water-tight containers capable of
withstanding direct heat and large enough to be practical it is the simplest way
available of boiling food and, given a primitive state of culinary technology,
alternative methods of baking and steaming could not be much more efficient”
(Hedges 1974: 71).

Lucas has suggested, based on the ‘huge preponderance of wooden over metal
vessels’ in the archaeological record, that ‘the use of hot stones for heating
liquids must have been almost universal’ in the Medieval period in Ireland
(Lucas 1965: 80,81). While large cast bronze and riveted wrought iron
cauldrons are known from both prehistoric and early historic contexts in Ireland
(Raftery 1980: 57-80; Gerloff 1986: 85,108-112; Earwood 1989: 45,46,111; Joy
2014: 347-359), such vessels are relatively rare in the archaeological record,
and are typically interpreted as high status objects (Earwood 1993b: 225; Kelly
2000: 337). Given the prominence of the three-legged cast iron cooking pot in
the Irish cultural memory (O'Toole 2013: 266-268), it seems difficult to imagine
a time when iron cooking vessels were not widely available. While Evans (1942:
76) has suggested a direct transition from prehistoric metal cauldrons to
medieval iron cooking pots in Ireland, riveted plate-metal cooking vessels
required great skill to produce (Joy 2014: 327), and would almost certainly have
been financially out of reach for all but the wealthiest in Gaelic society.
Iron smelting and blooming sites are known in Ireland throughout the Medieval
period, but the paste-like iron ‘bloom’ produced from blooming furnaces is
unsuitable for casting, and rather, was forged to produce iron objects or
component parts (Kerr et al. 2013: 17-22, 281-283; Rondelez 2014: 41). As
such, while iron artefacts have been found on more than half of Early Medieval
excavations in Ireland, finds do not include cast iron objects, and are typically
made up from forged industrial and agricultural tools, and military objects (Kerr
et al. 2013: 23). Blast furnaces work at higher temperatures, and produce liquid
iron which can be cast to the desired shape (Rondelez 2014: 41,42). As the first
blast furnaces in Ireland were only established in Counties Cork, Waterford, and
possibly in Galway in the late sixteenth century (Rondelez 2014: 95,283),
domestic production of cast iron was not possible before this time. While
charcoal fired blast furnaces were established in mainland Britain from the late
fifteenth or early sixteenth century (Harris 1988: 11, 16), it is likely that cast iron
vessels only became widely available in Britain and Ireland after a more efficient
coke-fired means of mass production was established by Abraham Darby at
Coalbrookdale in Shropshire in the early eighteenth century (Harris 1988: 30,31;
BBC 2014). The sand casted iron pots produced at Coalbrookdale mirrored
medieval three legged designs (O'Toole 2013: 266), and it is perhaps

unsurprising

that

the

antiquity
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such

vessels

has

therefore

been

misinterpreted.
While it is possible that brass cooking pots were in use in western Ulster in the
Late Medieval period, the high cost of such pots, and the limited market
economy in this region likely saw such items restricted to the Gaelic elite class.
Even in London, the cheapest brass pots mentioned in the fourteenth century
coroners’ rolls were valued at about 6d, or ‘more than a days wages for most
Londoners’ (Carlin 1998: 43). Brass cookware is largely absent from the
inventories of the poorest members of London society. Trade records make only
small mention of metal cooking vessels arriving into Ireland in the Late Medieval
period (Childs and OʼNeill 2008: 506,507; Flavin 2018b: 218-221), and
descriptions of brass pots and kettles in the wills of the more well-off, urbandwelling population in the south and east of Ireland suggests that these objects
were economically and socially highly valued at this time (Lucas 1965: 83,84;
Flavin 2011: 142, 198, 201). The absence of metal vessels is noted by travellers
in Ireland into the Late Medieval period, and wooden vessels are recorded as
being the predominant type in rural parts of Ireland until the beginning of the
nineteenth century (Lucas 1965: 80,81; O'Neill 1977: 26,27). Scorch marks on
the interior of a Modern period small wooden ‘noggin’ (a stave built wooden
vessel) from the collection of the National Museum of Ireland (F.1956.73,
Fig.63), supports the ethnographic references to a form of immersion heating in
wooden vessels continuing in use in Ireland into the Modern period.

Fig. 63. Detail showing scorch mark (centre) on the interior of a Modern period wooden
noggin (F.1956.73) from the National Museum of Ireland. © C. Kinmonth

With the exception of a small number of imports in the fifth, sixth and eighth
centuries, Ireland’s material culture is considered to have been a-ceramic from
the end of the Bronze Age until the eighth century A.D. (McCutcheon and
Meenan 2011: 91). A domestically produced form of pottery known as
Souterain-Ware is found in eastern Ulster from the eighth century to the late
thirteenth century (Ryan 1973: 619; McSparron 2009: 14; McCutcheon and
Meenan 2011: 91), and based on the shape, size, and external soot marks on
archaeological finds, was likely used for cooking, and for storing and serving
food (Ryan 1973: 622). The arrival of the Normans in Ireland in the twelfth
century saw a marked increase in pottery imports into the south and east of
Ireland from both England and mainland Europe, and domestic production of
glazed wares is noted in Dublin at this time (McCutcheon and Meenan 2011:
93). Given the geographical distance, and the trading restrictions between
Anglo-Norman and Gaelic Irish factions in Ireland, it is unclear to what extent
imported or domestically produced glazed pottery found its way into western
Ulster in the Late Medieval period (McCutcheon and Meenan 2011: 112,113).
Late Medieval Ulster appears to have followed a different material trajectory to
other parts of Ireland in relation to ceramics, with a domestic form of hand-built,
unglazed pottery known as ‘Medieval Ulster Coarse-Ware’ appearing in the
archaeological record almost exclusively in eastern Ulster from the mid- to late
thirteenth century (McSparron 2009: 14; McCutcheon and Meenan 2011: 102;
McSparron 2011: 115), and a variant appearing in the west of Ulster from the
late fourteenth or early fifteenth century (McSparron 2011: 112). The earlier and
somewhat smaller eastern pottery, known as ‘Everted Rim-Ware’, and the later
and generally larger western variant known as ‘Crannóg-Ware’, were later
assigned the names ‘Medieval Ulster Coarse-Ware’ ‘Type A’ and ‘Type B’
respectively (McSparron 2009: 13; McSparron 2011: 117,118). Type B pottery
continued to be made and used in western Ulster through the sixteenth and
early seventeenth centuries (McSparron 2011: 116). While the sooted exteriors
on examples of both type A and B pots indicates their use as cooking vessels, it
has been suggested that the largest type B vessels, which had rim diameters up

to 38 centimetres, were too large and impractical for use as cooking vessels
and may have been more suitable for dairying practices (McSparron 2011: 117).
While it is clear that ceramic vessels were known in western Ulster for much of
the later Medieval period, the large majority of the examples discovered in the
region have been found at somewhat more permanent settlement sites. The
majority of type B examples, as the former name ‘Crannóg-Ware’ indicates,
were discovered during excavations of crannóga, but examples have also been
found at monastic and secular Late Medieval settlements (McSparron 2011:
101). While it is possible that the distribution across more permanent settlement
sites relates to the higher number of excavations at these archaeologically more
visible locations, ‘bog’ finds of Medieval Ulster Coarse-Ware appear to be
relatively rare. It is suggested therefore that the type B ceramic vessels found in
Late Medieval western Ulster were both too fragile and too heavy to be practical
for transport, and may therefore have been confined to the more settled
landholding stratum of society in western Ulster. As such, heating water in
wooden vessels through the addition of fire-heated stones may have remained
prevalent amongst the more mobile labouring classes in western Ulster
throughout the Late Medieval period.
11.1.5 Manufacture

Fig. 64. Woodworker Mark Griffiths carving the interior of the Pallasboy vessel replica
at the Meitheal Mara community boatyard, Cork in 2013. © Brian Mac Domhnaill

The three troughs included in this research appear to have been carved from
large wooden logs, and their production has much in common with that of
wooden ‘dug-out’ boats, known as coití, used in Ireland from the Mesolithic
period until the seventeenth century A.D. (Fry 2000: 3). Indeed, a number of
particularly small coití included in Fry’s inventory for Northern Ireland, might
also be interpreted as domestic wooden vessels (Fry 2000: 57,61,62,65). As
with log boats (Gregory 1997: 63,64), the tool marks visible on the troughs
included in this research (see object documentation images in appendices 1113) indicate that they were fashioned with a combination of axe, adze, chisel
and drill. A replica of an Iron Age wooden trough discovered in Toar Bog,
County Westmeath (Murray 2000), known as the ‘Pallasboy Vessel’, was
produced in 2015, using contemporary equivalents of the tools believed to have
been used in the original vessels construction (Greary et al. 2015). After an
initial shaping of the exterior, the alder log used in the reproduction was split to
the desired thickness, then hollowed through a process of scoring, splintering,
and slowly removing the interior material with an adze to produce the ‘roughout’ form. Earwood (1993b: 154) has suggested that the process of roughing
out may have been employed to reduce the weight and bulk of the wood so that
it could be more easily transported from the site at which the tree was felled.
This was followed by a long and arduous process of chiseling and shaping to
achieve the desired thickness and finish (see Fig.64), a process which may also
have been carried out using metal knives (Earwood 1993b: 154). The Pallasboy
project demonstrates something of the time and effort required to produce
objects of this type, and highlights some of the technical challenges involved in
producing a large wooden trough. For example, the makers had to manage
splitting in the vessel as a result of shrinkage in the wood through drying,
suggesting that some attempts to manufacture vessels may not have
progressed beyond the rough-out stage.
11.1.6 Dating

Direct comparative examples of the wooden troughs included in this study are
difficult to find. While a range of objects of similar appearance are present in the
archaeological record, these objects, where they appear large enough to
support a human sized load, are often interpreted as water going craft. As
described previously, a number of ‘dimensionally borderline’ carved wooden
troughs from Northern Ireland have been interpreted as log boats known as coití,
despite the admission that ‘anything smaller…would surely have to have served
as some form of domestic utensil, rather than as a boat…’ (Fry 2000: 65). The
function of a large trough found at Drummond Bog, Co. Tyrone (Latimer 1901:
298,299) (Fig.65) is called into question by Fry, with the author conceding that
‘…the sceptical may query… whether or not it really had been intended as a
navigable vessel’ (Fry 2000: 57), and the handles on this vessel have much in
common with the Iron Age (Murray 2000) Toar bog trough described previously.
While the Toar bog vessel is considered to have been used for heating liquids,
the vessel has also been interpreted by one archaeologist as a vessel used to
transport goods by water (Greary et al. 2015), based perhaps on the fact that as
a boat, it is considered too small to have comfortably supported an adult human.
The interpretation of wooden troughs as either water heating vessels or water
going craft has, perhaps understandably, been confused by the examples of reused dugout boats cited in the literature relating to prehistoric fulacht fiadh.

Fig. 65. Large wooden trough found at Drummond Bog, Co. Tyrone. From Latimer
1901:298

While dug-out log boats may appear, based on the technology involved in their
construction, to be a prehistoric phenomenon, radiocarbon dating of 67 Irish
examples has shown that thirty were younger than 1000 BP, with the majority of
this group dated to the period from 1450-1700 A.D. (Lanting and Brindley 1996:
92). The use of log boats in Ireland in the medieval and Early Modern periods is
also supported by abundant literary evidence (Lucas 1963: 57-68; Gregory
1997: 22-27). While many of the radiocarbon dated examples, and those cited
in the literature, relate to water going craft rather than cooking vessels, the
survival of this seemingly archaic object type into the Modern period in Ireland
demonstrates that smaller vessels requiring essentially the same technology of
manufacture, might conceivably have formed part of the material culture at this
time.
Earwood (1993b: 45-50, 62-67) has analysed a range of carved wooden
vessels variously described as cauldrons, dishes, and bowls; some of which
may have been used for hot stone boiling. A combination of stylistic analysis

and radiocarbon dating has shown that while the earliest Irish examples date to
the later Bronze Age (Earwood 1989) cited in (Earwood 1993b: 46), a larger
number of wooden cauldron-like vessels have been dated to the Iron Age (Mahr
1934: 20; Raftery 1980: 60,61; Raftery 1984: 227,228; Earwood 1989: 44).
These objects are not troughs however, and appear to echo the globular shape
of metal cauldrons known to have been in use in Ireland at this time (Raftery
1980: 57-80; Earwood 1989: 45,46,111; Joy 2014: 331,332,347-359). Carved
wooden troughs continued to be used throughout the prehistoric period and
during the first millennium A.D., and as with the wooden lossets noted in the
previous chapter, are considered amongst the most difficult of wooden vessels
to date on typological grounds, as they are rarely decorated or otherwise
stylistically distinctive (Earwood 1993b: 50).
With that said, the handles on some carved wooden bowls from Ireland and
western Scotland have been used to indicate broad dates of manufacture for
objects of similar type. A number of northern Irish and Scottish carved wooden
bowls with looped handles have been dated to the Iron Age (Earwood 1989: 44;
Earwood 1993b: 64,65). The looped handles are superficially similar to those
found on trough 473.1932, but are considered in the context of this research too
indistinct to be useful for broader typological comparison (Fig.66, top). The

Fig. 66. Top left. Detail showing Iron Age wooden vessel handle from Cloughmills, Co.
Antrim. From Earwood 1989:38. Top right. Detail showing handle on trough 473.1932
Bottom left. Iron Age wooden vessel from Coolnagun townland., Co. Westmeath. From
Lucas 1971:

somewhat more distinctive carved wooden handles on trough 51.1935,
described as a ‘dish’ by Earwood (1993b: 65,67), are compared with those
found on a group of Late Iron Age carved wooden bowls including examples
from counties Armagh and Westmeath in Ireland, and from the northern Irish
‘Bell’ collection at the National Museum of Scotland (NMAS 1892: 331; Lucas
1971: 235-237; Weatherup 1978: 42; Barber 1982: 578,579; Crone 1993: 274)
cited in (Earwood 1993b: 67). While the similarities between the horizontally
oriented, and approximately triangular shaped handles with drilled circular holes
on some of these vessels, and those on trough 51.1935 are clear (Fig.66,
bottom), it is possible that handles of this type continued to be used beyond the

mid- to late Iron Age date range suggested through the analysis of a small
group of comparable vessels.
While the combination of stylistic and radiocarbon dating evidence for carved
wooden vessels points to a Late Iron Age or Early Medieval date for the troughs
included in this research, a range of references in the historical literature
suggest that a form of hot-stone boiling technology was in use from the
Medieval through to the Modern period in rural parts of Ireland. The infrequency
of metal cooking vessels in the archaeological record, and the limited
distribution of ceramic vessels in western Ulster until the fourteenth or early
fifteenth century, suggests that wooden vessels continued to be used for
heating liquids into the Late Medieval period, and perhaps beyond. The
continued use of log boats in Ireland into the eighteenth century demonstrates
that similar, seemingly archaic technology of production continued to be
employed in Ireland until the Modern period. The uncertainty surrounding the
dates of production and use for objects like the three troughs included in this
research is neatly summarised by a former Director of the National Museum of
Ireland. Writing on carved wooden vessels, he notes,
“…nothing prevents us from assuming that they may have lingered on right into
the Middle Ages, if not longer. Chronologically in Ireland everything is possible
in the line of survivals. Indeed, the large wooden tubs which are found quite
frequently by turf-cutters, and which, in spite of the fact that they are probably of
a very late date, betray all the features of primitive technique, seem to be based
on the very same tradition in metal and wood, and remind us that the wooden
vessel must always have been very prominent in Ireland” (Mahr 1934: 20).
The following sections will discuss each of the three lossets included in the
research with reference to the object date of manufacture, find location, and
additional information revealed through technical analysis.

11.2 Trough 51.1935

Fig. 67. Trough 51.1935. © Armagh County Museum

11.2.1 Technical Analysis
Trough 51.1935 was ‘raised from the peat moss’ in 1859 at Killeeshil, Country
Tyrone (A wooden trough or ark 1859: 2). A short newspaper report from the
period describes how the object was ‘soft and of a pulpy consistency’ when
found, indicative of the object having undergone partial de-liginification, most
likely as a result of ‘white rot’ fungi. Deterioration by white rot fungi often causes
bleaching of the normal wood coloration (Goodell et al. 2008: 9), and it is clear
from the areas of abrasion of the surface patina on trough 51.1935 that the
underlying wood is light in colour (Fig. 67, appendix 11: 544-546). The object is
recorded as having formed part of the Robinson Collection (likely the personal
collection of Thomas Romney Robinson, third Director of Armagh Observatory,
and former President of the Royal Irish Academy (Wilde 1857: 206)) at
Roughan, County Tyrone (Weatherup 1982: 51,70) before it was catalogued at
the Armagh County Museum in 1935. While no records of conservation were

kept for this period, the dark patina on the object may indicate that the trough
was given a protective coat of varnish at one point in its post-collection history.

Fig. 68. Reflected Infrared image showing scorch marks on the base of trough 51.1935.
© Armagh County Museum

Reflected infrared imaging of trough 51.1935 highlighted dark markings on the
interior base of the object which may relate to the objects use (Fig.68 &
appendix 11: 547). As noted previously, it is suggested that large wooden
vessels like trough 51.1935 were used to heat water and other liquids through
the addition of hot stones. In cases where the stones had reached a particularly
high temperature, or where the volume of liquid in the vessel was low, the heat
form the stones may have scorched the interior base of the vessel, and the size
and position of the dark marks on the base of the trough interior is consistent
with contact from such heated stones.
A prior wood species analysis for trough 51.1935 identified the wood as Corylus
or hazel (Scannell 1980: 1), but wood species analysis completed in the course
of this research suggests that the object is in fact made form Alnus glutinosa or
alder wood. Amongst the most prominent wood species identification features
for trough 51.1935, and visible in the SEM images 1-4 (Fig.69 & appendix 11:
551-

Fig. 69. SEM images showing sclariform perforation plates visible in wood sample from
trough 51.1935

553), are scalariform perforation plates. These slatted, valve-like structures at
either end of the vessel members are found in only four native Irish wood
species- alder (Alnus glutinosa), birch (Betuala pendula), hazel (Corylus
avellana), and holly (Ilex aquifolium). The range in the number of individual bars
or ‘slats’ that comprise each plate is specific to the four native Irish tree species
described. Whereas the number of bars on hazel wood perforation plates
ranges from 5-10, the number on birch ranges from 10-25, alder from 10-20 or
more, and holly from 15-20 (appendix 4: 420). The number of bars visible in
SEM images 1-4 ranges from 16-19, exceeding the number typically found in
hazel wood, and ruling out Corylus as the wood in question. The pore
distribution pattern visible in the transverse sections visible in SEM images 5-7
(appendix 11: 553, 554) show relatively densely packed pores in radial multiples
and in groups, consistent with alder wood. By way of comparison, the pores are
more sparse in the transverse section of birch wood, and in holly wood are
distributed in long radial multiples and clusters (please see the reference
images in appendix 4: 421 for more detail). While the exact process for the prior
wood species identification is not made clear in the report (Scannell 1980: 1,2),
it is likely given the vintage of the report that the analysis made use of optical
microscopy. Resolving three dimensional features such as scalariform
perforation plates is more challenging using optical microscopy than with
scanning electron microscopy as a result of the thin section sample preparation

required. It is possible that a partial scalariform plate was incorrectly interpreted
as a complete plate with 5-10 bars, leading to a misidentification of the wood
species. The transverse pore density and distribution, and ray width and height
in alder and hazel is otherwise superficially similar (appendix 4: 421), and in the
absence of the scalariform plate differentiation the two species could be easily
confused.
The FTIR spectrum for trough 51.1935 is complex (Fig. 70), and while the
underlying spectrum exhibits peaks broadly characteristic of alder wood, there
are some variations between the archaeological and reference wood spectra
that relate to the amount of bound water in the samples from which the spectra
are derived, and to deterioration or loss of some of the main polymeric
components; hemicellulose and lignin (please see appendix 11: 555 for more
detail). The spectrum also contains a number of additional features that cannot
be explained through the state of hydration or deterioration of the sample. There
are a number of sharp peaks between 2970 and 2840 cm-1, and at 1458 and
1377 cm-1 for the spectrum form trough 51.1935 that do not appear in the alder
reference spectrum. These peaks relate to C-H stretching vibrations, and their
presence indicates that the wood contains an alkane-based contaminant. As
described previously, the collection treatment history for some objects from the
Armagh County Museum is not fully documented, and it is possible that the

object has been treated with a

Fig. 70. FTIR spectra for sample trough 51.1935.1 (blue), Alnus glutinosa (red),
Kerosene (green), Gypsum (CaSO4) (pink)

petrochemical based preservative or varnish at some point in its post-collection
history. The reference spectrum for kerosene, which consists predominantly of
C6H14 (Mohammadian et al. 2013: 235) is included amongst the spectra in figure
68 for purposes of comparison.
In addition to the alkane based contaminant, the spectrum for trough 51.1935
contains two small peaks at about 3520 and 3400 cm-1, and two more intense
peaks at 1111 and 669 cm-1 which correspond closely with those for calcium
sulphate (CaSO4); a by-product of fungal deterioration of wood (Genestar and
Palou 2006: 988; Genestar and Pons 2007: 333,337). The overlapping
distributions of calcium and sulphur identified in SEM EDX elemental mapping
(Fig.71 & appendix 11: 559) suggest that these elements are co-deposited in
the sample, indicating that the white grains visible in the associated SEM image
are most likely calcium sulphate dihydrate [(CaSO4 · 2 H2O)] crystals. The
presence of the crystals is consistent with the description of the object condition
as soft and pulpy when first discovered, indicating that the trough had
undergone fungal deterioration at this time. Sodium and chlorine were also
present in the SEM EDX mapping (Appendix 11: 558, 559) although the
distribution of these elements in the sample is not localised as it is with the
calcium sulphate crystals. Sodium and other salts have been demonstrated to
occur in the presence of gypsum in buried archaeological wood (Blanchette et
al. 1994: 62), and it is possible that sodium chloride from the object burial
environment has accumulated in trough 51.1935 following the development of
calcium sulphate crystals in the wood. Sodium chloride is transparent to IR
radiation, and would therefore not be visible in the FTIR spectrum collected for

trough 51.1935.

Fig. 71. SEM image of wood sample from trough 51.1935 (left) EDX elemental
mapping showing distribution of calcium (centre), and sulphur (right) within wood
sample

Trough 51.1935 was radiocarbon dated to 2014 ± 27 BP. Calibration using the
IntCal13 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2013) returned a date range from 91
B.C. to A.D. 59 (95.4%) (Fig.72). The radiocarbon sample was collected from a
fragmentary area on the underside of the trough; an area hidden from view
when the object is on display. Examination of the transverse orientation of the
wood from which the object is made (visible on the handle ends of the trough)
indicates that there was an additional period of growth after the point at which
the radiocarbon dating sample wood was laid down in the living tree.
Estimations of the diameter of the tree from which trough 51.1935 was carved
suggest that the tree could have had an additional 50-70 years of growth before
felling, after the point at which the radiocarbon dating sample was produced in
the living tree. This increases the potential date range for this object to the
period between 41 B.C. and A.D. 129.

Fig. 72. Radiocarbon calibration curve for trough 51.1935

11.2.2 Find Location

Fig. 73. Detail showing Killeeshil townland after Historic 6" Ordnance Survey Map 1842

Trough 51.1953 is recorded in the museum notes as having been found in
Killeeshil townland, County Tyrone. The Irish name for Killeeshil townland is
recorded as Coill Iseal which is translated to mean ‘the lower wood’ (McAleer
c.1920: 43), and as Cill Íseal which is translated to mean a ‘low church’ (McKay
2007: 87). Given the Iron Age radiocarbon date for trough 51.1935, such place
name interpretations do not contribute to the contextualisation of the find
location for this object. A lack of detailed information about the object find
location and context renders interpretation of this object in the landscape more
challenging.

11.3 Trough BELUM.A.473.1932

Fig. 74. Trough BELUM.A.473.1932. © National Museums Northern Ireland

11.3.1 Technical Analysis
Trough 473.1932 is recorded in the museum notes as having been found in a
bog at Killygordon townland, County Tyrone. Unfortunately, little more beyond
this is known about the conditions under which the object was found. The
trough has two carved projecting loop style handles (discussed in section
11.1.6), which may indicate how the object was used or transported (Fig. 74). A
small metal barb, which may be the corroded remnants of a nail, projects from
the rim of the vessel above one of the handles (appendix 12: 568), but it is
unclear if this relates to the original use of the object, or if it is a post-collection
addition; for example, as a means of suspending the object for display. The
wood sample for this object was collected from the underside of the vessel, and
it was noted during the sampling process that the object appears to have
retained some bark from the living tree from which it was carved. The presence
of the bark indicates that the sample location area was amongst the ‘newest’
wood produced before the living tree from which trough 473.1932 is carved was
felled. As with trough 51.1935, reflected infrared imaging was employed to

highlight what appears to be a scorch mark on the interior of trough 473.1932
(Fig.75). While the mark is not located on the interior base of the vessel in this
case, the possibility exists that a hot stone projecting from the surface level of
the liquid in the vessel scorched the wood in this area.

Fig. 75. Reflected infrared image of trough BELUM.A.473.1932 showing scorch mark
on vessel interior (upper right). © National Museums Northern Ireland

Analysis of the sample collected from trough 473.1932 indicates that the object
is made from alder wood. The partial scalariform perforation plates visible in
SEM images 1-4 (Fig.76 & Appendix 12: 574-576) are found in only four native
Irish wood species- alder (Alnus glutinosa), birch (Betuala pendula), hazel
(Corylus avellana), and holly (Ilex aquifolium). As described previously, the
range in the number of individual bars or ‘slats’ that comprise each plate is
specific to the four native Irish tree species described. Whereas the number of
bars on hazel wood perforation plates ranges from 5-10, the number on birch
ranges from 10-25, alder from 10-20 or more, and holly from 15-20 (Appendix 4:
420). The number of bars visible on the perforation plates in SEM images 1-4
(appendix 12: 574-576) ranges from 15-18, exceeding the number typically
found in hazel wood, and reducing the available option to alder, birch, and holly.
The sample collected from trough 473.1932 did not include a wide enough

transverse section to fully interpret the pore distribution within the sample
(appendix 12: 576, 577), but the

Fig. 76. SEM image of wood sample from trough BELUM.A.473.1932 showing partial
scalariform perforation plate and ray vessel pitting

pores visible in the small transverse sections are somewhat larger than would
be expected for holly wood (appendix 4: 421), and are more consistent in size
and grouping with those observed for alder and birch. In addition, the
conspicuous spiral thickenings typically found in the vessel members and fibretracheids in holly wood were not visible in the SEM images for the sample from
trough 473.1932. The identification of alder rather than birch for this object is
based on the somewhat larger and less numerous ray vessel pits observed in
figure 76 and in SEM images 1,3, and 4 (appendix 12: 574-576). By way of
comparison, the ray vessel pits in birch wood are noted as numerous and

extremely small (please see the visual comparison guide in Appendix 4: 421 for
more detail).

Fig. 77. FTIR spectra for wood sample from trough BELUM.A.473.1932 (blue), Alnus
glutinosa (red), Glycerol (green)

The FTIR spectrum for the wood sample collected from trough 473.1932 is
broadly comparable with that of the Alnus glutinosa reference spectrum (Fig.77).
Variations between the archaeological and reference wood spectra relate
primarily to the amount of bound water in the samples from which the spectra
are derived, and to deterioration or loss of some of the main polymeric
components; cellulose, hemicellulose and lignin (see appendix 12: 578 for more
detail). Some peaks in spectrum 473.1932.1 are not as well defined as they are
in the alder reference spectrum, and spectrum 473.1932.1 includes a number of
peaks that are absent from the alder reference sample. Additional peaks at
2939 and 2882 cm-1 and at 923 and 850 cm-1 for example, indicate the
presence of bark on the wood sample from trough 473.1932. These peaks
correspond closely with those of glycerol (C3H8O3); one component of suberin, a
protective cell-wall macromolecule present in the periderm of many higher
plants (Graça 2015:1,2). A range of additional complex molecules present in the
periderm and secondary phloem in mature trees including pectin, tannins, nonpolymeric lipids, and polysaccharides (Toman et al. 1975:111; Vane et al.
2006:14), may account for the noisy and somewhat indistinct nature of
spectrum 473.1932.1 below 1500cm-1.

Trough 473.1932 was radiocarbon dated to 2068 ± 27 BP. Calibration using the
IntCal13 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2013) returned a date range from 171
B.C. to A.D. 1 (95.4%) (Fig. 78).

Fig. 78. Radiocarbon calibration curve for trough BELUM.A.473.1932

As noted previously, the bark material fixed to the object surface on this object
next to the point at which the sample was collected, suggests that the
radiocarbon wood sample was collected from the outermost xylem tissue in the
living tree. As such, no further adjustment of the calibrated radiocarbon date is
necessary for this object.
11.3.2 Find Location
Trough 473.1932 is recorded in the museum notes as having been found in
Killygordon townland, County Tyrone. The Irish name for Killygordon townland
is variously recorded as Coill na gCairidin which is translated to mean ‘wood of
the parsnips’, or Coill an ghabhair duinn which is translated to mean ‘wood of
the kidney’ (McAleer c.1920: 18). As with trough 51.1935, given the Iron Age
date for this object place name interpretations do not contribute to the
understanding of the find location for this object. A lack of detailed information

about the object find location and context renders individual interpretation of this
object in the landscape more challenging.

Fig. 79. Detail showing Killygordon townland (centre) after Historic 6" Ordnance Survey
Map 1842

11.4 Trough WK285

Fig. 80. Trough WK285. © National Museum of Ireland

11.4.1 Technical Analysis
Trough WK285 is described in the museum notes as having been found ‘near
Tullaghoge’ in County Tyrone. While no further information about the find
location is given in the museum records, a note in the Proceedings of the Royal
Irish Academy (Haughton 1853: 424) likely relates to trough WK285 (based on
the object description, donor name, and the find location a short distance from
Tullaghoge, Co.Tyrone). The note describes how a large wooden vessel was
found bottom uppermost at a considerable depth in a peat bog at Gortagowan
townland, and how the object was broken during its recovery from the bog. The
note continues,
“it is remarkable that it had been split in different places before it was
submerged; as is plain from the several slips of hard wood, with holes for pegs,
found with it; one of which is now attached where it was originally put on… A
long slender pole, apparently of willow, or some other pliable wood, was found
near it, but much damaged” (Haughton 1853: 424).

The object donor, the ‘Rev. Dr. Porter’, notes that three other wooden objects
were found by him in the same bog, and were donated to the Museum of the
Royal Irish Academy, but does not give any detail about the nature of these
objects. A wooden Cauldron is reported as found in a bog at Gortagowan which
has been stylistically compared with one from Clough, Co. Fermanagh dated to
between 663 and 363 B.C. (Earwood 1989: 42,43).

Fig. 81. Reflected IR image showing scorch mark on exterior surface of trough WK285.
© National Museum of Ireland

Some of the interior and exterior object surfaces of trough WK285 are covered
with a protective paper lining which appears to have been adhered in place. The
aged appearance of the paper, and the antique style of the attached object label
suggest that the paper was not applied in recent decades, and may have been
applied as a conservation measure contemporary with the objects discovery in
the mid-nineteenth century. As much of the interior vessel base is obscured with
paper, it has not been possible to determine if scorch marks consistent with hot
stone boiling are present in these areas. A large scorch mark was observed
below the rim on the exterior side of the vessel however, which might suggest

that the vessel was used in close proximity to an open flame (Fig. 81). A similar
scorch

Fig. 82. Detail of a dark coloured drip mark on the exterior surface of trough WK285. ©
National Museum of Ireland

mark was reported on the exterior rim of a the Toar bog vessel (Murray 2000)
described previously. In addition, what appears to be a dark coloured drip mark
was observed on the opposite exterior rim of the vessel, suggestive perhaps of
the liquid contents of the vessel spilling down the side of the trough. The dark
coloured drip material has partially delaminated indicating that the residue is not
embedded in the wood surface (Fig. 82). This potential evidence of use should
be interpreted with caution however, as it is unclear if the material is
contemporary with the original object use, or with the post-collection period, for
example as an adhesive spill from the application of the protective paper lining.
A small handle, evocative of that on a Late Bronze to Early Iron Age cauldron
from Clough, Co. Fermanagh and an undated ‘tub’ from Mullolagher, Co.
Longford (Mahr 1934: 20,31; Earwood 1989: 42,43), projects from one of the
short ends of the object, and it seems likely that a second handle may have
projected from the now missing opposite end. The hole drilled in the handle is
sized to receive a rope or pole, and is considered too small to be useful for
lifting the object by hand. It is possible that the handles were threaded with rope,
or employed wooden poles (like those reputed as associated with the object find)

to suspend the object during use, or to more easily transport the object, and
possibly its liquid contents.
As with the other two wooden troughs included in this research, trough WK285
is made from alder (Alnus glutinosa) wood. The scalariform perforation plates
visible in SEM images 1-3 (appendix 13: 594, 595) are found in only four native
Irish wood species- alder (Alnus glutinosa), birch (Betuala pendula), hazel
(Corylus avellana), and holly (Ilex aquifolium). The number of bars visible on the
plates in SEM images 1-3 ranges from 15-17, ruling out hazel as the wood used
to make the trough. The dense pore distribution visible in the transverse
sections in SEM images 4-7 (appendix 13: 596, 597) is consistent with that of
alder wood. By way of comparison, the pores are more sparse in the transverse
section of birch wood, and in holly wood are distributed in long radial multiples
and clusters (please see the reference images in Appendix 4: 421 for more

detail).
Fig. 83. FTIR spectra for wood sample from trough WK285 (blue), and Alnus glutinosa
(red) reference sample

The FTIR spectrum for the wood sample collected from trough WK285 is
broadly comparable with that of an Alnus glutinosa reference spectrum (Fig.83).
Variations between the archaeological and reference wood spectra relate
primarily to the amount of bound water in the samples from which the spectra

are derived, and to deterioration or loss of some of the main polymeric
components; cellulose, hemicellulose and lignin. A band centred around 1235
cm-1 in the alder wood reference spectrum appears as two separate peaks at
1266 cm-1 and 1220cm-1 in spectrum WK285.1. This may be due to a
decrease in the intensity of the band at 1235cm-1 as shown in the wood
reference spectra, resulting from xylan degradation, as this band results
partially from C–O vibrations in xylan (Pandey and Pitman 2003: 154). The
reduced intensity of the peak for C=O stretching vibrations in xylan between
1736-1724 cm-1, supports this conclusion. A peak at at 1030cm-1 in spectrum
WK285.1 arises from C-O stretching in cellulose and hemicelluloses (Pandey
and Pitman 2003: 154; Genestar and Palou 2006: 988; Emandi et al. 2011: 581).
The reduction in intensity of the peak at 1027cm-1 relative to the shoulder at
1120cm-1, and relative to the corresponding peak ratios on the alder reference
spectrum, indicates that the holocellulose content of the wood is reduced,
indicative of the object having undergone fungal deterioration. This conclusion
is supported by the presence of localised concentrations of calcium and sulphur
in the sample, identified using SEM EDX analysis (appendix 13: 601, 602). The
co-deposition of these elements indicates the presence of calcium sulphate
dihydrate (CaSO4 · 2 H2O) crystals in the sample; a by-product of fungal
deterioration of wood (Genestar and Palou 2006: 988; Genestar and Pons 2007:
333,337). The spectrum is an otherwise close match for that of the alder
reference spectrum, with no post-collection contaminants indicated in the FTIR
spectrum for this object.

Fig. 84. Radiocarbon calibration curve for trough WK285

Trough WK285 was radiocarbon dated to 2113 ± 28 BP. Calibration using the
IntCal1 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2013) returned a date range from 203
B.C. to A.D. 50 (95.4%) (Fig.84). Estimations of the diameter of the tree from
which trough WK285 was carved suggest that the tree could have had an
additional 20-30 years of growth after the point at which the radiocarbon dating
sample was produced in the living tree before felling. This increases the
potential date range for this object to the period between 173 B.C. and A.D. 80.
11.4.2 Find location

Fig. 85. Detail showing Gortagowan townland after Historic 6" Ordnance Survey Map
1842

The museum notes for trough WK285 describe the object as having been
discovered near Tullahogue in County Tyrone. Tullahogue is significant in the
context of this research as it was the inauguration site of the Clann Ó Néill of
western Ulster from the eleventh until the sixteenth century (PlacenamesNI
2013: Tullahogue). It is perhaps not difficult to imagine that the original finder of
trough WK285 sought to establish a link between the trough and the nearby
culturally significant site of Tullaghoge. Contextual research carried out within
the body of this project strongly suggests that the object was discovered in a
bog approximately 1 mile to the southwest of the Tullaghoge site in Gortagowan

townland (Fig. 85). The Irish name for Gortagowan townland is variously
recorded as Gort Ui Gobhainn which is translated to mean ‘O’Gowan''s field’
(O'Donovan 1835c: D24 No.43), Gort a Ghabhann which is translated to mean
‘field of the blacksmith’ (McAleer c.1920: 27), and as Gort an nGamhna which is
translated to mean ‘field of the calves’ (McCann 1982: 78). As with the other two
Iron Age troughs included in this research, given the Iron Age date for this
object, place name interpretations do not contribute to the understanding of the
find location for this object. Additional research into the other objects recorded
as having been found at the bog in Gortagowan (Haughton 1853: 424), may
provide new information to contextualise the deposition of trough WK285 at this
site.
11.5 Conclusion

Fig. 86. Comparative calibration diagram for troughs included in this chapter

The three vessels included in this study were all dated to a period within about
300 years (Fig.86), stretching from the second century B.C. to the early second
century A.D. (allowing for adjustments based on sample collection location),
and as such are broadly contemporary with the Iron Age looped and triangular
handled carved wooden vessels described in section 11.1.6, and with the
Pallasboy wooden trough described previously. The dating of the three troughs
toward the end of the fulacht fiadh period in Ireland, may indicate that these
objects occupied a period of transition from fixed place water heating, to a more
mobile style of trough. One can imagine in this respect that it would have been
necessary to place the round bottomed troughs in a shallow depression for
stability, and it is interesting to speculate if the handles allowed such vessels to
be more easily raised and lowered, and otherwise transported with their hot
liquid contents. The holes drilled in the handles on troughs 51.1935, and

WK285 seem well suited to housing ropes or wooden shafts for this purpose.
The remains of a wooden loop formed from Yew (Taxus), was found fixed to the
handle of a wooden cauldron from Altartate, Co. Monaghan (Fig.87) (Mahr 1934:
16), which has similar styled handles to trough WK285, and may indicate
something of the intended use for this style of handle.

Fig. 87. Idealised sketch of a damaged wooden cauldron with handle attachment,
Altartate, Co. Monagahan. From Mahr 1934:14.

The three troughs included in this research, and the Toar bog vessel are made
from alder wood, and the choice of this wood for the production of troughs is
discussed at length in a blog post on the Pallasboy project website (Moore
2015). Moore considers a range of reasons for using alder to make a large
wooden trough including economic perspectives; alder was known as
‘Aithig Fedo’ or ‘commoner of the wood’ in the Early Medieval period, indicating
perhaps something of its relative value or abundance in prehistoric times (Kelly
2000: 380), through to folk and mythological perspectives; small red spots
reminiscent of blood appear on the freshly cut surfaces of alder wood (Nelson
and Walsh 1993: 49) which may have contributed to alder’s folk associations
with war and death (Mac Coitir and Langrishe 2003: 34-39) and by extension to
the objects potential use as a ‘ritualistic’ object. Moore’s practical considerations
are perhaps more satisfying; the author notes that alder does not impart a taste
to foodstuffs and is known to hold liquids well, and that the wood is known to be
relatively easy to carve; an important consideration when making a labour
intensive vessel of this size using Iron Age tools (Moore 2015).
While the relatively poor contextual evidence for the three troughs included in
this study has made interpretation of the individual find locations all but
impossible, the collective find locations for the three troughs are worthy of note.

They were found within approximately 30 miles of one another in a region west
of Lough Neagh in County Tyrone, and a fourth large trough described
previously (Latimer 1901: 298,299) (Fig.66), was found within this same area.
The overall distribution of large wooden troughs in Ireland remains to be
explored, but the concentration of such vessels in this relatively small
geographical area, may indicate something of the importance of the region as
an area of Iron Age settlement, and is deserving of further investigation. Two
additional alder troughs from the Ulster Folk Museum, discovered on the shores
of the River Bann at Carney Hill townland, and Drumack townland in Co. Antrim,
have been interpreted as coití (Fry 2000: 61,62,65), despite similarities in size
and appearance to the four troughs from Co. Tyrone, and to the Toar bog
trough. It is recommended that these objects are reevaluated in light of the
findings of this research.
While it is clear that the three troughs included in the research were made and
used in the Iron Age, this chapter nevertheless raises some interesting
questions about heating liquids in Late Medieval Ulster. Analysis of metal and
ceramic vessel production and use suggests that such items may have been
restricted to the somewhat less mobile landholding classes in western Ulster, or
to those who could afford to engage with the wider British and European market.
It seems likely that all sections of society from the landholding to the labouring
classes would have required a means to heat liquids for a range of domestic
tasks, and the references to pyrolitihic technology into the Modern period in
regions such as Donegal in Ireland, and the Western Isles of Scotland,
suggests that such knowledge may also have existed in earlier times. No
wooden vessels of comparable size to the troughs examined in this chapter
were identified in the museum surveys carried out in the first phase of his
research, and if heating with hot stones did indeed continue into the Medieval
and Modern periods, it must be assumed that heating was carried out in hide
containers as some accounts suggest, or on a smaller scale. A recent paper by
the art historian Claudia Kinmonth (Kinmonth 2015) has examined the role of
stave built wooden vessels known as ‘noggins’ in Ireland from the eighteenth to
the twentieth century. The origins and antiquity of these vessels are not
examined in great detail in the paper, but given the evidence of scorching on
the interior of the noggin shown in section 11.1.4, it is possible that vessels of

smaller size such as these are the cultural descendants of the troughs included
in this research.

12. Bailers
12.1 Contextual Research
12.1.1 Introduction
The function of the three wooden scoop-like objects was not immediately clear
in the preliminary stage of this research. From a stylistic perspective, each of
the three scoops is slightly different from the others, and while much of what
has been written about these objects, and other Irish objects of similar
appearance, describes them as scoops or ladles (Hencken et al. 1935: 150;
Hencken et al. 1941: 60,62; Paterson 1946: 47; Hencken et al. 1950: 159,160;
Close-Brooks 1984: 579, 580; Earwood 1993b: 115-119), these large objects
seem unsuited to domestic tasks. A group of objects from the western Isles of
Scotland and from Norway, known variously as boat bailers, ausekar, and
øsekar, have much in common with the design of the three scoops included in
this study. The similarity in appearance between the Scottish and Norwegian
boat bailers and the ‘scoops’ included in this study, and the discovery of the
three scoops in close proximity to bodies of water, suggests that they were also
used as boat bailers. While the radiocarbon dating analysis carried out on the
three objects included in this chapter returned Pre-historic and Early Medieval
dates of manufacture, the following section explores the use of water-going craft
in Ireland in the Medieval and Modern periods, and by proxy, considers the
possibility that objects of similar function to the three ‘scoops’ included in this
research may once have been commonplace in Medieval western Ulster.
12.1.2 Terminology
As with many of the other objects included in this study, the terminology used to
describe scoop-like objects adds a layer of complexity to researching and
understanding objects of similar type. For example, a number of scoop-like
objects from Ballinderry and Lagore Crannóga (1932:7797; W22, W44) in
Counties Westmeath and Meath respectively (Hencken et al. 1935: 150;
Hencken et al. 1950: 159,160), are included in a section on wooden spoons,
scoops and spatulae in Earwood (1993b: 115-119), thereby placing the objects
within the domestic sphere. While the design of some of the wooden spoons

and scoops included in Earwood is superficially similar (each type is formed
from a wooden bowl with an elongated handle), the scoops are much larger
than the spoons discussed in Earwood, range in length from just under 300mm
to nearly 500 mm (Earwood 1993b: 117), and have handles adapted to more
easily manoeuvre these larger objects. No attempt is made in the
archaeological literature to contextualise how such large scoops may have been
used in the domestic sphere, but the scoops included in Earwood’s discussion
appear too large and cumbersome for all but the most extreme domestic chores.
The three scoops included in this research are of similar size, ranging in length
from 360-490 mm, and it is possible that they too may have had a function
outside of the domestic context. As such, the following section explores the
possibility that these objects were used to bail water from medieval Irish boats.
12.1.3 Historical boat use in western Ulster

Fig. 88. Coití recovered from the River Blackwater at Bond’s Bridge, Co. Tyrone. Image
from Fry 2000:57

Boats have been used in Ireland for personal travel, and to transport goods
from the Mesolithic period until recent times (Fry 2000: 3,9). As noted in section
11.1.6, while dug-out log boats may be conceived, based on the technology
involved in their construction, to be a prehistoric phenomenon, radiocarbon
dating of 67 Irish examples has shown that thirty were younger than 1000 BP,
with the majority of this group dated to the period from 1450-1700 A.D. (Lanting
and Brindley 1996: 92). In addition to the radiocarbon dating and
dendrochronological evidence put forward by Lanting and Brindley, Lucas (1963:

57-68) has collated a range of Irish literary evidence which confirms that ‘log
boats were in widespread use until the late seventeenth century and probably
well into the eighteenth century’ (Lanting and Brindley 1996: 85). Log boats
were not the only pre-Modern water craft

Fig. 89. The Broighter boat. Image © National Museum of Ireland.

present in Ireland, and the currach, a hide covered boat with a basketry
framework, is evidenced (based on the Broighter model boat shown in figure 89)
as having been in use in Ireland from the Iron Age until Modern times (Breen
and Forsythe 2004) cited in (O'Sullivan and Downey 2015: 39).
In addition to moving between crannóga and the shores of the loughs on which
they were sited, Fry has suggested that in the absence of well-developed roads
and bridges in Medieval Ulster, rivers and lakes provided an important means of
internal transport and communication (Fry 2000: 7,8). Some of the coití included
in Fry’s inventory of log boats found in Northern Ireland (Fry 2000: 45-128)
appear to have floated low in the water (for example figure 88), and the
longitudinal deformations of these boats in even modest waves, known
as ’hogging and sagging’ (Fry 2000: 35), suggest that they were prone to taking
on water. In choppy conditions in lough and ocean, or indeed in heavy rain, it

seems almost certain that some form of bailer would have been required to
prevent an accumulation of water in both the coití and curracha known to have
been in use in Ireland throughout the medieval period.
Inland travel by water fell out of use over much of Ulster as bridges were built at
prior fording places, and improvements were made to the conditions for
overland travel in the post-medieval period (Fry 2000: 36). In the lakelands of
western Ulster however, movement and communication by water continued to
play an important role, and it seems likely that coití users transitioned from the
seventeenth century onward to a type of flat, plank built wooden boat known in
parts of western Ulster as a ‘cot’, and recorded as being used in the region
around Lough Erne in County Fermanagh, and in parts of County Cavan until
the early twentieth century (Lynch c.1937: 966:217; Ó Donnchadha c.1937:
847:433,434; O' Hanlon c.1937: 972:3; Sheridan c.1937: 986:156). It is
suggested that the transition away from log boats owed much to a lack of
suitably sized trees, as a result of the deforestation that occurred in western
Ulster in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Fry 2000: 36). Cots of
varying size were used to transport people, livestock and goods around the
lakes of western Ulster at this time, and two such craft have recently been
reconstructed and sailed by the Lough Erne Heritage group as part of effort to
rekindle the historic ‘cot races’ that took place in this region in the nineteenth
century (Fowler 2016). Timber framed and canvas covered variations of the
more traditional ‘paddle’ currach (Evans 1939: 29) continued to be used in
western coastal parts of Ireland into the twentieth century (Hornell 1937a:
74,75), including along the coast and islands of County Donegal in western
Ulster (Hornell 1937b: 150, 151; Mac Cárthaigh et al. 2008: 8,9).
While a number of the ‘folk period’ descriptions relating to cot use in western
Ulster make mention of the boats taking on water (Lynch c.1937: 966:217; Ó
Donnchadha c.1937: 847:433,434), no references to the process of bailing
water from a boat have been found in the folk literature. A terminology section in
Hornell (1937c: 39) however, indicates that bailers were known and used in
Ireland into the twentieth century. The words cupan adhmaid or ‘wooden cup’,
were used to describe a wooden bailer in parts of Cork and Kerry, and the word
taoscan was employed as a general term for a bailer in the region around

Galway in the first half of the twentieth century. While the non-specificity of the
cupan adhmaid or ‘wooden cup’ might suggest that dedicated boat bailers had
fallen out of use in some parts of Ireland by the twentieth century, the following
section will consider the possibility that dedicated boat bailers were present in
western Ulster in earlier times.
12.1.4 Boat Bailers

Fig. 90. Boat bailer from Cheese Bay, North Uist. NMS: X.IP3. Image from CloseBrooks 1984:579.

As noted in section 12.1.1, the three scoops included in this research share
features in common with Scottish and Norwegian boat bailers. A wooden object
found in a bog at Cheese Bay, North Uist, in the western Isles of Scotland (Fig.
90), while described as a scoop in the archaeological literature (Close-Brooks
1984: 579,580; Earwood 1993b: 117), is documented as a boat bailer on the
National Museum of Scotland’s online object database (NMS 1995: X.IP3). The
boat bailer from Cheese Bay is stylistically similar to a second boat bailer, also
from North Uist, included in the National Museum of Scotland’s online object
database (NMS 1995: WPx8), and both of these objects are comparable with
scoop 1981.274 included in section 12.4 (Fig.108). Scoop 1.1945 and the
unfinished ‘rough-out’ scoop 217.1940 included in this research are broadly
comparable in form to two scoops discovered during excavations of Lagore
Crannóg, Co. Meath, Ireland (Hencken et al. 1950: 159, 160). The side profile of

the dish component on scoop W24 from Lagore Crannóg (Fig.91) has much in
common with that of scoop 1.1945 (Fig.94), while the open handle of both
scoops

Fig. 91. Wooden scoop W24 from Lagore Crannóg, Co. Meath. Image from Hencken et
al. 1950: 159

Fig. 92. Folk period Norwegian ausekar (øsekar) clockwise from top left SM.001495,
Stiftinga Sunnmøre Museum, Ålesund, AMU.0053, Austefjord Museum, Austefjorden,
and ÅM-0013162, Stiftinga Sunnmøre Museum, Ålesund.

Fig. 93. Replica Viking period boat bailer made by Mr. Kieran Breen. Image Peter Mc
Elhinney

Fig. 94. Top down and side profile sketch of bailer 1.1945, Armagh County Museum.
From Paterson 1946:47

W22 and W24 (Fig.91) from Lagore are remarkably similar to the partially
carved handle found on scoop 217.1940 (Fig.103). This ‘open’ or ‘looped’
handle style is noted by Earwood as indicative of Early Medieval period Irish
scoops (Earwood 1993b: 116,117), and a third stylistic variant from Ballinderry
Crannóg I, County Westmeath in Ireland (1932.7797) in (Hencken et al. 1935:
150) is also included in this group (Earwood 1993b: 117). This same open
handle style is visible on some folk period Norwegian boat bailers, known locally
as ausekar or øsekar (Fig. 92), perhaps suggesting something of the original
function of the Irish open handled scoops. It is noteworthy that all of the Irish
open handled scoops recored in the archaeological literature were found at
crannóg sites where boats, and boat bailers seem likely to have been in regular
use.
A feature present in scoop 1.1945 was pointed out in discussions with boat
maker and craftsperson, Mr. Kieran Breen (Breen 2018b), during a research
outreach talk in Northern Ireland in May 2018. Mr Breen, who is also an
archaeologist, carved an alder wood replica of a Medieval period Norwegian
boat bailer (Fig. 93), much like object TM5412 from the Tromsø University
Museum in Norway (Båtbyggeri 2019). The ‘heart shaped’ interior profile is
comparable with that found on scoop 1.1945 (Fig. 94), and it is suggested by Mr.
Breen that this design prevented water from splashing against the back wall of
the bailer as it was being ejected, thereby keeping the user’s lower arm (and
presumably their clothing) dry; an important consideration in cold conditions.
This design feature is also discussed on the personal website of Gunnar Eldjarn
Båtbyggeri (Båtbyggeri 2019), a maker of traditional northern Norwegian fishing
boats, where in addition to supporting the idea that the design prevents ‘splash
back’, the author also suggests that the design is energy efficient, and uses the
least possible force to eject the water; an important consideration on long and
tiring boat journeys. Given the oversized nature of the objects with regard to
domestic tasks, the similarities in design to Scottish and Scandinavian bailers,
and the discovery of each of the three examples included in this research in
close proximity to lough or ocean shore, it seems likely that the objects formerly
known as scoops, are in fact, boat bailers.

12.1.5 Manufacture
The three bailers included in this research appear to have been carved from
roundwood, most likely using a combination of axe, adze and carving knife. On
bailers 1.1945 and 217.1940, the longitudinal wood grain is oriented along the
length of the object. Bailer 1981.274 appears to have been carved diagonally
across the longitudinal orientation of living tree from which it is made, and given
this orientation, it is possible that the handle of the bailer is carved from a
branch which would have projected from the main body of the living tree. The
incomplete nature of bailer 217.1940 provides some useful insight into how
bailers of this type were produced, and indicates that objects of this nature were
coarsely carved from roundwood into an approximate ‘rough-out’ form, before
being finished with finer carving tools. The tool marks visible on the upper
surfaces of bailer 217.1940 (Fig.103) indicate that a process of scoring and
carving was employed to create the inner ‘dish’ on objets of this type. Carving
marks consistent with a sharp knife, are visible at the junction of the dish and
handle on bailer 1.1945, indicating something of the manner of production for
more detailed object features.
The maker of the replica Viking period bailer referred to above, described how
he was able to carve the object from freshly cut (green) alder wood in
approximately one hour (Breen 2018b). The maker described the relative
softness of the wood in its unseasoned state, but did not provide any technical
reason why alder was preferred over other wood species regarding the object
use. The scoops from Lagore and Ballinderry Crannóga are variously described
as being made from willow (Salix sp.) (Hencken et al. 1935: 150), oak (Quercus
sp.) (Hencken et al. 1941: 60; Hencken et al. 1950: 160), and ash (Fraxinus sp.)
wood (Hencken et al. 1950: 160), while an uncertain species identification for
the bailer from Cheese Bay in North Uist suggests that the object is made from
spruce (Picea sp.) or larch (Larix sp.) (Close-Brooks 1984: 580). Spruce and
larch were not introduced into Britain until the sixteenth century, and the wood
used for the Cheese Bay bailer may therefore have been driftwood, or the
object may have been imported to the western Isles of Scotland from a more
northern European region (Earwood 1993b: 117,119). The variety of species
employed for producing bailers suggests that there may have been no technical

preference for one wood species over another, and that the choice of materials
for these objects was based on local material availability.
12.1.6 Dating

Fig. 95. Wooden scoop W88 from Ballinderry Crannóg II. From Hencken et al. 1941:62.

No prior attempt has been made to absolutely date the three bailers included in
this research, but stylistic analysis of bailer 1.1945 by Earwood (2008: 3,4)
suggest that this object is from the late 1st millennium A.D. Amongst the
comparable examples of boat bailers described previously, the bailer from
Cheese Bay on North Uist is the oldest, and is dated to between 190 B.C. and
100 A.D. (NMS 1995: X.IP3). A scoop-like object (W88, Fig.95), which may also
have been used as a boat bailer, is described as having been found within the
‘Early Christian’ stratum of Ballinderry Crannóg II (Hencken et al. 1941:
34,60,62), and is considered to have been in use in the sixth or seventh century
A.D. (Hencken et al. 1950: 160). An open handled bailer from Ballinderry
Crannóg I is considered, based on the brushwood layer from which it was
excavated, to have been in use in the eleventh century A.D. (Hencken et al.
1935: 143,150). The two ‘loop’ or ‘open’ handled bailers from Lagore Crannóg
described previously were unstratified in the original excavation, but are
considered, based on comparison with objects of similar type from Ballinderry
Crannóga I and II, to have been in use from the seventh to the tenth centuries
A.D. (Hencken et al. 1950: 160). While the majority of these excavations
indicate an Early Medieval date for objects of this type, the possibility exists that

boat bailers like these continued in use in the culturally conservative region of
western Ulster until the Late Medieval period. The survival of seemingly
‘primitive’ means of traveling by water discussed in section 12.1.3 supports the
idea that boat bailers continued to find a use as accessories to these craft
beyond the Early Medieval period. The evidence for stylistically similar
nineteenth and twentieth century ausekar from Norway further supports the idea
that objects of similar type continued to be used beyond the Medieval period in
European regions with strong traditions of water-borne transport and
communication. The following sections will discuss each of the three bailers
included in the research with reference to the object date of manufacture, find
location, and additional information revealed through technical analysis.

12.2 Bailer 1.1945
12.2.1 Technical Analysis

Fig. 96. Bailer 1.1945. ⓒ Armagh County Museum

Bailer 1.1945 was found about five feet below the surface of ‘White Bog’ in the
townland of Copney, near the village of Carrickmore in Co.Tyrone. An object
report in the Ulster Journal of Archaeology notes that its ‘actual purpose is
somewhat perplexing’ (Weatherup 1978: 43), and based on the objects form, is
considered to be a ladle. An object survey carried out by Dr. Caroline Earwood
suggests that the object is unfinished; a ‘rough out’ designed to be a scoop
(Earwood 2008: 3). Neither of these reports, nor an earlier report published
shortly after the object was found (Paterson 1946: 47), make mention of the
yellow coating that covers almost the entire surface of the object (excluding the
handle) (Fig.96). In order to characterise the coating material, a small sample
was collected for FTIR analysis. Spectral analysis indicated that the coating has
much in common with a reference spectrum for ‘oil ground’ (Fig.97), a surface
preparation used for oil painting, and as such the coating is almost certainly a
post-collection addition. There is no obvious conservation-based reason to
apply such a coating, and it can only be assumed that the coating was intended
as an aesthetic addition.

Fig. 97. FTIR Spectra: Sample of Yellow Coating from bailer 1.1945 (green), Oil ground
reference (red)

Fig. 98. Reflected infrared image showing light score marks on object interior base. ©
Armagh County Museum

Reflected infrared imaging of bailer 1.1945 highlighted a pattern of what appear
to be shallow score or scrape marks on the interior surface of the object (Fig.98).
The markings do not appear to be consistent with the objects proposed function
as a boat bailer however, and it is possible that they occurred in more recent
times, for example during the initial excavation and cleaning of the object. A
small sample of wood was collected from an abraded area on the underside of
the object handle (appendix 14: 614, 615). The sample location was
preferentially selected as no yellow coating had been applied in this area. A
previous wood species analysis for this object identified the wood as Alder
(Alnus.sp) (Scannell 1980: 2), and the wood species analysis completed in the
course of this research reached the same conclusion. The combination of
scalariform perforation plates (SEM images 4 and 5, appendix 14: 618), and the
densely packed pores in radial multiples and groups visible in the transverse
sections for the wood sample from bailer 1.1945 (SEM images 1-3, appendix 14:
616, 617) confirm the species as alder.

Fig. 99. FTIR Specta: Sample 1.1945.1 (blue), Alnus glutinosa (red), Kerosene (green)

FTIR analysis of the wood sample for bailer 1.1945 indicates that it is a close
spectral match for that of the Alnus glutinosa reference spectrum (Fig. 99).
Some minor variations between the archaeological and alder reference spectra

relate primarily to the amount of bound water in the samples from which the
spectra are derived, and to deterioration or loss of the main polymeric
components; cellulose, hemicellulose and lignin (see appendix14: 619 for more
detail), but a contaminant was also identified in the spectrum from bailer 1.1945.
As with the other wooden objects from the Armagh County Museum included in
this study, an alkane based contaminant was identified in the wood, based on
the presence of the series of sharp peaks between 2955 and 2853 cm-1, and
confirmative sharp peaks at 1458 and 1376 cm-1 (see appendix 14: 619 for
more detail). As noted previously, wood conservation treatments using
petroleum are recorded as being in use in Europe in the early twentieth century
(Unger et al. 2001:4), despite their value as pesticides being called into
question, and it is possible that bailer 1.1945 was treated in this way. A
reference spectrum for kerosene which consists predominantly of C6H14
(Mohammadian et al. 2013: 235), is included amongst the spectra in figure 96
for purposes of comparison. The contaminant was reported in the radiocarbon
sample submission form, and appropriate pre-treatment of the sample was
carried out at the Oxford radiocarbon dating facility prior to analysis.

Fig. 100. Left: SEM image showing section of wood sample from bailer 1.1945, Centre:
SEM EDX Elemental map showing localised distribution of calcium in sample Right:
SEM EDX Elemental map showing localised distribution of sulphur in sample

SEM EDX analysis with elemental mapping indicated co-deposition of calcium
and sulphur in the wood sample collected from bailer 1,1945. The alignment of
these localised concentrations with white grains or crystals visible in the SEM
image (Fig. 100), indicate the presence of Calcium Sulphate dihydrate
(CaSO4·2 H2O) crystals in the sample; a by-product of fungal deterioration of
wood (Genestar and Palou 2006: 988; Genestar and Pons 2007: 333,337).
Bailer 1.1945 was radiocarbon dated to 1550 ± 26 BP. Calibration using the
IntCal13 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2013) returned a discrete range from
A.D. 425-568 (95.4%) (Fig.101). The sample location for bailer 1.1945 was

influenced by the requirement to avoid the yellow coating applied over much of
the object surface, and to reduce the visual impact of sampling on the object. As
such the sample was collected from the underside of the object handle. A
calculation based on the object dimensions, the location of the sample in the
living tree from which bailer 1.1945 was carved, and a growth rate of 1.5-2cm
circumference growth per year (RFS 2015), indicates that the object was carved
from a 50-70 year old tree trunk. It is estimated that an additional 5-10 years of
growth occurred in the tree after the point at which the wood for sample 1.1945
was laid down in the living tree. This small adjustment shifts the production date
range for this object to a period between A.D. 430 and 578.

Fig. 101. Radiocarbon dating calibration for bailer 1.1945

12.2.2 Find Location
Bailer 1.1945 was discovered during turf cutting activities in ‘White Bog’ in the
townland of Copney, in County Tyrone. The Irish name for Copney is recorded
as Copnaidh or Copanaigh which is translated to mean a place ‘abounding in
dock-leaves’ (O'Donovan 1834c; NIPNP 1991,1996). Given the Early Medieval

Fig. 102. Copney townland (map centre right) with neighbouring Loughmacrory
townland to the west, after Historic 6" Ordnance Survey Map 1842

radiocarbon date for this object, it is unclear if the currently known place name
for Copney had been established at this time. The objects interpreted function
as a boat bailor suggests that it was lost in (or close to) a body of water which,
over time, may have developed into a raised bog. The neighbouring townlands
of Creggan, and Formil contain one of the largest Ramsar designated raised
bog wetland sites in Northern Ireland, known as Black Bog, and raised bogs
may have been more prevalent in this area prior to the completion of drainage
schemes carried out in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Ramsar 2005).
The presence of raised bogs in this area indicates that the region was
populated with small bodies of water at some time in the distant past, as much
of the surrounding landscape is at present (see Fig.102, left).

Copney and its neighbouring townlands are populated with historic sites and
monuments, the majority of which relate to the Prehistoric period. A feature
known as Copney Hill (NISMR 2017: TYR027:033) comprises eight stone
circles, an alignment, a cairn, and standing stones, all of which would suggest
that the region was prehistorically significant (Foley 1983: 146-148). In addition,
a stone built ‘sweat-house’, believed to have been employed, as the name
suggests, as a form of sauna, is also recorded in the townland of Copney
(Davies 1941: 40). No attempt has been made to date this feature however, and
it has been assigned an ‘uncertain’ period on the Northern Ireland Sites and
Monuments Record database (NISMR 2017: TYR036:023). While the
landscape may have changed considerably since the period in which bailer
1.1945 was made, two bodies of water, Lough Fingeran and Lough Carn in the
townland of Loughmacrory to the west of Copney townland, host historic sites or
monuments which may relate to Early Medieval settlement in this region. A
caiseal

overlooking

Lough

Fingeran

(NISMR

2017:

TYR027:015)

in

Loughmacrory townland, and a possible crannóg in the lough itself (NISMR
2017: TYR027:030) may be of Early Medieval construction. The remains of two
potential crannóg sites, on the western and eastern shores of Lough Carn in the
northeast of Loughmacrory townland are also recorded on the Northern Ireland
Sites and Monuments Record (NISMR 2017: TYR027:024; TYR027:050) as of
possible Early Christian construction.
While none of the above information offers any certainty regarding the
contextualisation of the find location for bailer 1.1945, the limited information
available expands the potential for understanding the history of the surrounding
landscape. It is quite possible that bailer 1.1945 was lost on the outskirts of an
established settlement site or ritual landscape for example. The ‘colour’ added
to the landscape through this type of investigation demonstrates the
requirement to progress beyond describing objects as having been ‘found in a
bog’, a terminology which in present day Ireland, suggests marginality and
isolation.

12.3 Bailer 217.1940

Fig. 103. Bailer rough-out BELUM.A.217.1940. © National Museums Northern Ireland

12.3.1 Technical Analysis
Object BELUM.A.217.1940 from the collection of the Ulster Museum, is
considered based on its unfinished ‘rough out’ form, to be a boat bailer. As
described previously, the handle and overall shape and size of this object has
much in common with two objects described as ‘scoops’ (W22 and W24)
excavated from Lagore Crannóg, Co. Meath (Hencken et al. 1950: 159), and to
a lesser extent, a ‘scoop’ from House 2, Ballinderry Crannóg No.1, Co.
Westmeath (Hencken et al. 1935: 150). A partial indentation with tool marks on
the upper surface of the object indicates that the rough out was destined to be
further hollowed out in this area, but it is unclear why the partially formed object
was not completed. It may be that the maker discovered a defect in the wood
mid-way through the roughing out stage of production, as the mottled
appearance of the proper right hand side of the object might suggest (Fig.103
and appendix 15: 629), or simply that the object was misplaced or otherwise
lost by the owner. Little is known about the find circumstances for this object,

but it is recorded in the museum notes as having been found a short distance
from the eastern shore
of Upper Lough Erne, in a bog at Clonmacfelimy townland, County Fermanagh.

Fig. 104. FTIR Spectrum: Sample 217.1940.1 (blue), Alnus glutinosa (red), glycerol
(green)

Examination of a small sample of wood from bailer 217.1940 identified the wood
species as alder (Alnus glutinosa). As with bailer 1.1945, a combination of
scalariform perforation plates (SEM images1-3, appendix 15: 639, 640), and the
densely packed pores in radial multiples and groups visible in the transverse
sections for the wood sample from bailer 1.1945 (SEM images 4 and 5,
appendix 15: 641) were noted within the wood micro-structure, confirming the
species identification. The wood sample for this object was collected from within
a split on the proper left-hand side of the object, and the presence of what
appeared to be bark material was noted within the sample region. While the
FTIR spectrum for the wood sample collected from bailer 217.1940 is a
reasonably close spectral match for that of the Alnus glutinosa reference
spectrum (Fig.104) a number of additional peaks indicate that the wood sample
may have incorporated a small amount of bark material. Additional peaks at
2936 and 2883 cm-1 and at 922 and 850 cm-1 correspond closely with those for
glycerol

(C3H8O3);

one

component

of

suberin,

a

protective

cell-wall

macromolecule present in the periderm of many higher plants (Graça 2015: 1,2).
No post-collection contaminants were indicated in the FTIR spectrum for this
object.

Fig. 105. SEM EDX images for Site of interest 1 (left) and 2 (right) on wood sample
217.1940 showing attached surface dirt

The small section of wood analysed using SEM EDX indicated a rich elemental
composition. In addition to the elements carbon and oxygen, typically expected
for wood, a mixture of calcium, chlorine, iron, potasium, sodium, sulphur, and
silicon were detected at the two sites of interest analysed (Appendix 15: 645,
646). Interpretation of the elemental mapping and the accompanying scanning
electron images (Fig.105) suggests that part of the sample may have
incorporated burial dirt. In order to avoid issues of radiocarbon dating
contamination, the remainder of the sample was examined using optical
microscopy, and a small amount of what appeared to be inorganic material was
removed from the sample surface using a needle and a scalpel.
Bailer 217.1940 was radiocarbon dated to 2785 ± 29 BP. Calibration using the
IntCal13 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2013) returned a date range from 1006846 B.C. (95.4%) (Fig.106). The bark material fixed to the object surface on this
object next to the point at which the radiocarbon dating sample was collected,
suggests that the wood sample was collected from the outermost xylem tissue
in the living tree. As such, no further adjustment of the calibrated radiocarbon
date for this object is necessary.

Fig. 106. Radiocarbon dating calibration for bailer 217.1940

12.3.2 Find Location
Bailer 217.1940 is recorded in the museum notes as having been found at a
depth of ten feet in a bog in Clonmacfelimy townland, County Fermanagh. The
Irish name for Clonmacfelimy townland is recorded as Cluan Mac Fedhlimidh
which is translated to mean the ‘lawn of the son of Felim’ (O'Donovan
1834c).The prehistoric radiocarbon date for bailer 217.1940 introduces barriers
to interpreting the landscape in which the object was found, as the townland
divisions known to have existed in the Medieval period are unlikely to have
formally existed at this time. While the wider region in which the object was
found is dotted with crannóga considered to be of medieval origin, there are no
prehistoric monuments recorded for the area in which the object was discovered
(NISMR 2017). As such, it has not been possible to meaningfully contextualise
this object in landscape in which it was found. As noted previously, bailer
217.1940 is at the ‘rough-out’ stage of construction, and as such the object is
unlikely to have been lost during use. For whatever reason, the carving was
abandoned and the object was deposited or set aside in an unfinished state of
construction. Clonmacfelimy townland is just 500 metres inland from the eastern
shore of Upper Lough Erne (Fig.107), and the discovery of the bailer at this

lakeside location might therefore suggest that a lakeside settlement existed at
this location in the Late Bronze Age period.

Fig. 107. Clonmacfelimy townland (map right) with Upper Lough Erne to the west, after
Historic 6" Ordnance Survey Map 1842

12.4 Bailer 1981.274

Fig. 108. Bailer 1981.274. © National Museum of Ireland.

12.4.1 Technical Analysis
Bailer 1981.274 was found approximately 1 metre deep in a bog at Glasagh
townland, Co. Donegal. The object is in three parts (Fig. 108), and while
stylistically different to the other two bailers included in this research, has much
in common with an example found in 1974/5 approximately 1.3 metres deep in
a peat bank at Cheese Bay, on the island of North Uist, in the Western Isles of
Scotland (described in section 12.1.4). The Cheese Bay object is variously
described as a scoop or ladle (Close-Brooks 1984: 580; Earwood 1993b: 116119), and as a boat bailer on the National Museum of Scotland online object
database (NMS 1995: X.IP 3). Analysis of the wood used to produce bailer
1981.274 indicates that the object is made from Alder (Alnus glutinosa) wood.
As with the other two bailers included in this research, the wood species was
identified through a combination of scalariform perforation plates (SEM images
1-3, appendix 16: 662, 663) with bars ranging in number between 10 and 19,
and the densely packed pores visible in radial multiples and groups in the
transverse sections (SEM images 4 and 5, Appendix 16: 664).

Fig. 109. FTIR Spectra: Sample 1981.274.1 (blue), Alnus glutinosa (red)

While the FTIR spectrum for the wood sample collected from bailer 1981.274 is
broadly comparable with that of a Alnus glutinosa reference spectrum, the
presence of two small peaks at 2918 and 2850 cm-1 in spectrum 1981.274
(Fig.109), which relate to C-H stretching vibrations, may indicate a decrease in
the crystallinity of the cellulose component of the wood (Ciolacu et al. 2011:17)
as a result of acid hydrolysis (see appendix 16: 665 for more details). Sulphur
was detected in combination with oxygen and carbon in the wood sample using
SEM EDX, and while sulphur has been detected in other samples included in
this research, it is typically co-deposited in the sample with other elements, for
example with calcium as chemically inert calcium sulphate dihydrate (CaSO4 · 2
H2O) crystals. Sulphur compounds have been reported as accumulating in
waterlogged wood on the sea bed, and are deposited in anoxic environments
when bacteria metabolising organic debris reduce sulphate ions to hydrogen
sulphide. The dissolved hydrogen sulphide can migrate into the wood, and in
turn, react with other reduced sulphur components (Sandström et al. 2005:
14167). If left untreated these sulphur compounds can slowly oxidise in air to
form sulphuric acid (H2SO4), which can contribute to acid hydrolysis of cellulose
(Sandström et al. 2005: 14165). The peaks at 2918 and 2850 cm-1 in the FTIR
spectrum above may suggest that some deterioration of the cellulose in the

wood has already occurred. If sulphuric acid has formed in the outer layers of
bailer 1981.274, the lighter hydrogen atoms would not be visible in the EDX
analysis. pH testing of the wood for bailer 1981.274 was not completed as part
of this research, but is recommended for this object as de-acidification may be
necessary to ensure the objects long-term preservation.

Fig. 110. Radiocarbon dating calibration for bailer 1981.274

Bailer 1981.274 was radiocarbon dated to 2205 ± 29 BP. Calibration using the
IntCal13 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2013) returned a date range from 369197 B.C. (95.4%), (Fig.110). The wood grain in bailer 1981.274 has an unusual
orientation, and appears to have been carved diagonally across the longitudinal
orientation of living tree from which it is made. Given the orientation, it is
possible that the handle of the bailer is carved from a branch which would have
projected from the main body of the living tree. The broken condition of the
object adds complexity to estimations of the sample location within the living
tree, but the sample location appears to be located amongst the most recently
produced xylem tissue in the living tree. As such, no further adjustment of the
production date range for this object is suggested.

12.4.1 Find Location

Fig. 111. Glashagh townland with the Atlantic Ocean to the west, 1:5000, Historic 6"
Map 1842. © Ordnance Survey Ireland, 2017

Bailer 217.1940 is recorded in the museum notes as having been found at a
depth of about three and a half feet in a bog in Glashagh townland, County
Donegal. The Irish name for Glashagh townland is recorded as An Ghlaisigh
which is translated to mean ‘a stream’ (O'Donovan 1834c). The townland of
Glashagh ranges in elevation from the coastal shore in the west to an elevation
of 150 metres above sea level in the east. It is clear from map above (Fig.111)
that a number of small streams criss-cross the townland as they flow from three
small bodies of water, Lough Anina, Lough Via, and third unnamed Lough,
downhill toward the coast. As with bailer 217.1940, the prehistoric radiocarbon
date for bailer 1981.274 introduces barriers to interpreting the landscape in
which the object was found. The townland divisions known to have existed in
the Medieval period did not exist at this time, and as no Iron Age sites are
recorded in this region, little can be said to further contextualise the find location.
The discovery of the scoop in close proximity to three small freshwater loughs
may suggest that a coastal or upland settlement existed at this location in the
Iron Age period, or perhaps that a passing ocean-going boat landed at the site

at some point in the distant past. Given the find location, it seems possible that
the bailer was used onboard both ocean or lake going craft.
12.5 Conclusion

Fig. 112. Comparative calibration diagram for bailers included in this chapter

It is clear from the results the radiocarbon dating that the three bailers are much
older than was anticipated in the preliminary period of this research (Fig.112).
Of the three bailers, only 1.1945 from the Armagh County Museum can be
considered to belong to the Medieval period, and even then, to the earliest
medieval centuries. Bailer 1981.274 from the National Museum of Ireland is
somewhat earlier than the comparable bailer from Cheesebay in north Uist,
Scotland described in section 12.1.4 (NMS 1995: X.IP3), but both objects
appear to have been made and used during the Iron Age. The middle Bronze
Age date of production for bailer 217.1940 from the Ulster Museum is perhaps
more surprising, given the similarity between the design of the handle on this
object and other Early Medieval Irish examples from Ballinderry and Lagore
Crannóga (1932:7797,W22, and W24), and to a lesser extent, to Norwegian folk
period bailers. While there is no reason to doubt the results of the radiocarbon
dating analysis for bailer 217.1940, it is unsafe to establish a stylistic chronology
based on one absolutely dated object, and radiocarbon dating of the other
bailers from Ballinderry and Lagore would be helpful to this end. As the two
Lagore Crannóg bailers (W22 and W24) were unstratified, the possibility exists
that these objects belong to a much earlier period of occupation at this site.
Alternatively, it is possible that bailers continued to be made in Ireland in much
the same way for a period stretching from the Middle Bronze Age to the Early
Medieval period. The large handles on these objects may simply have been the

most efficient way to manoeuvre such large objects, and the design may have
remained unchanged as a result.
The similarities between the heart shaped ‘anti-splash back’ design feature on
bailer 1.1945 and on medieval Norwegian boat bailers discussed in section
12.1.4 is curious. Bailer 1.1945 is dated to the fifth or sixth century A.D., several
centuries before the establishment of Norse settlements in Ireland, and several
possibilities exist therefore for the presence of this design feature in both north
Ireland and in Norway in the Medieval period. It is possible that this design
feature developed in Ireland independent of Norse contact, or through the
intermediary of a currently unknown early contact between Norway and the
northern Isles of Scotland. The possibility also exists that the Norwegian
designs were influenced by those observed in Ireland after the first Norse
settlements were established there in the ninth century. In any case, the
presence of this feature on bailer 1.1945 suggests a well-developed design
technology amongst the Early Medieval cultural group who made this object.
While the range of wood species used to make the other bailers/scoops
discussed in this chapter suggests that there was no particular preference for
any one wood species for the manufacture of boat bailers, each of the three
bailers included in the research are made from alder wood. It is possible, as
with the wooden troughs included in the previous chapter, that alder was one of
the easier woods to work with using Bronze Age or Early Medieval tools. The
ease with which the Norwegian replica bailer discussed in section 12.1.4 was
carved suggests that unseasoned alder wood may have been a popular choice
when using more rudimentary carving tools of the Prehistoric and Early
Medieval periods. If the bailers included in this study were used for inland water
transport, it is also worth considering that alder, a tree species which is known
to inhabit wetlands (Usher et al. 2005: 29,34,257), may have been one of the
more readily available species in the vicinity of the lake and river shores where
such objects were made and used.
While the three bailers included in this research are not from the Late Medieval
period, the research in this chapter nevertheless raises interesting questions
about the relationship between culture and landscape in Ireland at this time.

Technical analysis of Late Medieval coití discussed in section 12.1.3 has shown
that these craft had much in common with coití from the Early Medieval and
Late Prehistoric period, and it seems likely that the Late Medieval boats would
have required some form of bailer as in earlier times. It is possible that more
specific boat bailers were replaced with simple carved wooden vessels by the
Late Medieval period, suggestive perhaps of technological regression or
decreased material specialisation in later times. While no Late Medieval bailers
have been identified over the course of this research, it is possible that other
vessels present in the material record were used to this end. The use of the
term cupan adhmaid or ‘wooden cup’ for a boat bailer in twentieth century Cork
and Kerry (Hornell 1937c: 39), demonstrates how seemingly domestic objects
may have had multiple uses. To this end, carved wooden vessels, or perhaps
the stave built wooden noggins described in the previous chapter (Kinmonth
2015), could conceivably have found a use as boat bailers in addition to
domestic duties.
Perhaps more significantly, the research into bailers, and the medieval boats
with which they were associated, opens a window onto the significant
relationship between the Gaelic population in western Ulster and a landscape,
well endowed with loughs and waterways, in which they lived. The growing
prominence of overland travel in western Ulster from the post-Medieval period
to the present day has seen the region’s loughs and waterways decentralised in
the day to day lives of the region’s population. The dissociation with rivers and
loughs that occurred in the Modern period might be considered an unfortunate
side-effect of a wider ideological process of ‘un-wilding’ of more traditional
Gaelic cultural regions in the centuries after the Plantation of Ulster, a process
which appears to have impacted a previously embedded component of
indigenous Irish material cultural expression.

13. Shoes
13.1 Contextual Research
13.1.1 Introduction
The three leather shoes included in this research were found in bogs in western
Ulster, and their simple, single-soled construction, has much in common with
other archaeological shoes found throughout the island of Ireland. Each of the
shoes is stylistically different to the others, but all fit within a comprehensive and
widely accepted typology for archaeological Irish footwear (Lucas 1956: 366379). Despite a wide representation in the museum record, no examples of
archaeological Irish shoes are known to have been absolutely dated, but the
stratigraphical evidence from a number of Irish crannóga excavations in the
mid-twentieth century indicates that single soled leather shoes were in use in
Ireland from at least the late Iron Age until the Early Medieval or High Medieval
period (Lucas 1956: 380, 381). The following section considers the possibility
that shoes of this type were not confined to the elite and landholding classes,
but formed part of the popular culture in western Ulster throughout the Medieval
period. Examination of post-Medieval literature and twentieth century folklore
commission records suggests that footwear of similar type continued to be worn
in Ireland until relatively recent times.
13.1.2 Typology and manufacture of Medieval Irish shoes
Four broad ‘types’ of single piece, leather or rawhide shoes are considered to
have been made and used in non-urban contexts in Medieval Ireland (Lucas
1956: 366-379; Hald 1972: 155; O'Rourke 1991: 22), three of which (Lucas type
II, III, and IV) are comparable with the three shoes included in this research.
The type II shoe is cut from a single piece of leather as shown in figure 113 and
is notable for the ornamental tag or tongue that extends from the upper edge of
the vamp seam. While there is some variation between the design of the tongue
shown in figure 113 and that found on shoe 229.1955 (Fig.123), the triangular
variant on shoe 229.1955 is consistent with other known examples, and the
shoe otherwise closely resembles the Lucas type II (Lucas 1956: 371,372).

Type II shoes are noted as typically competently and neatly sewn with gut, and
the

Fig. 113. Illustration showing design of Lucas Type II shoe from Lucas 1956: 372

‘bunched’ appearance of the vamp seam on shoe 229.1955 suggests that like
others of this type, the edges of the moist leather were pulled into a series of
interlocking ridges during the shoes construction (Lucas 1956: 372,373). The
holes below the edges of the instep on shoe 229.1955 suggest that a fastening;
possibly a piece of leather thong, was fixed across the bridge of the wearers
foot to hold the shoe in place. Similarly placed and executed holes have been
noted on other examples of Lucas type II shoes, and the crude nature in which
such holes are made has led Lucas to conclude that they were likely added by
the wearer, or by someone otherwise technically less competent than the
original shoe maker (Lucas 1956: 373). Examples of type II shoes have been
found in counties Antrim, Armagh, Derry, Tyrone, Cavan, and Monaghan, and
outside of Ulster in counties Mayo, Leitrim, Galway, Offaly, Westmeath and
Tipperary (Lucas 1956: 374).
While shoe 228.1955 (Fig.117) shows some deviation from the Lucas type III
shoe (Fig.114), it exhibits other features in common with this type. Rather than
being neatly stitched with gut as in type II shoes, the vamp and heal seams of
type III shoes are joined by leather thongs which are passed through a regular
series of slits on each side of the seams. Tightening of the leather thong
produces a distinctive ridged or ‘puckered’ appearance visible in the seams of

type III shoes, as can be observed in Fig.114 (Lucas 1956: 374). The vamp and
heal

Fig. 114. Illustration showing design of Lucas Type III shoe from Lucas 1956: 375.

seams of shoe 228.1955 appear to be joined in this manner, but an additional
seam, joined using the same method, runs along the lower edge of the vamp on
one side only. Shoe 228.1955 is too small to be considered an adult shoe (see
in section 13.2.1), and it is possible that an extra side seam was included in the
design to allow the maker to fashion a small shoe from otherwise worthless
small leather offcuts. Lucas makes no mention of County Derry amongst the
counties in which type III shoes have been found, suggestive either of this
particular shoe not being included in the original survey, or perhaps of Lucas
not considering the shoe a stylistically close enough match to be considered a
true type III. Shoes of type III are commonly made from ‘stouter, thicker leather,
which, in some cases at least, appears to be rawhide’ (Lucas 1956: 374), but
the cross sections visible on shoe 228.1955 indicate that the leather is not
especially thick, and natural ‘tanning’ which can occur as a result of chemical
changes in the bog burial environment, adds complexity to the characterisation
of either leather or rawhide from which it is made (see section 13.1.3 for more
detail). As shoe 228.1955 may be a child’s shoe, the possibility exists that the
maker deviated from the typical materials and technique normally employed in
the production of an adult type III shoe.
Lucas type IV shoes are formed in a similar manner to type III shoes, by
passing a length of leather thong through slits made along the edges of the

leather or rawhide pattern from which they are cut. The pattern differs from type
III shoes in that the two sides of the vamp do not meet to form a seam, creating
a slipper type shoe with a long instep extending to the top of the toes (Fig.115).
The heal is joined in much the same manner as with type III shoes. The leather
thong used to gather the shoe extends beyond the toe area in some examples,
and is threaded through slits along the edge of the instep to fasten the shoe in
place. Whereas much of the bridge of the wearers foot is covered in a type II or
III shoe, the bridge is almost entirely exposed in the type IV shoe. Lucas notes
that of the ten examples included in his study, six of appear to be made from
rawhide, one example has evidence of hair on the inside, while another has
long hair on the outside (Lucas 1956: 377; Hald 1972: 156). The examples
included in Lucas’ study were found in Counties Offaly, Kildare, Westmeath,
and Galway (Lucas 1956: 377, 378). While shoe SA1904.3 from Garvagh, Co.
Derry (Fig.129) is clearly a type IV shoe, no mention is made of it in Lucas’
report.

Fig. 115. Illustration showing design of Lucas Type IV shoe from Lucas 1956: 377

Lucas has suggested that while shoes of type III and IV could be made by most
of those who wore them, the finer stitching on type II shoes may have been
beyond the technical capacity of an amateur (Lucas 1956: 385), supporting the
idea that type II shoes may have been worn by those with higher social status.
A shoemaking last discovered at Lagore Crannóg (Hencken et al. 1950: 169,
170), considered by the sites excavators an Irish royal residence, suggests that
shoemaking was undertaken here at a somewhat more advanced level.
13.1.3 Leather Production
The shoes included in this research are made from animal skins which have
undergone different degrees of processing. While Lucas type II shoes appear to
be more commonly made from leather, Lucas’ study of type III and IV shoes
indicates that some appear to be made from leather while others are made from
raw hide (Lucas 1956: 384). A much earlier survey of the shoes in the Museum
of the Royal Irish Academy reached much the same conclusion (Wilde 1861:
280). Leather differs from rawhide in that it has undergone ‘tanning’, a process
designed to convert the raw hide into a material that resists putrefaction by
spoilage bacteria. In addition to resisting decay, tanning changes the
appearance and handling of dried raw hide from a translucent, horny material to
a softer, opaque, and moisture stable material. Whereas raw hide often retains
some animal hair, leather typically undergoes a process of unhairing prior to
tanning (Covington 2009: 195).
In archaeological and ethnographic contexts, methods of preparing skins or
working leather often follow cultural traditions influenced by local material
availability, and by the technological and economic development of the
associated society (Cameron et al. 2006: 244; Doyal and Kite 2006: 185). Given
the industrially underdeveloped nature of western Ulster in the Late Medieval
period outlined in section 6.2, and the range of tanning technologies available at
this time (Groenman-van Waateringe et al. 1999: 886), it is likely that where
animal skins were tanned at all in Medieval western Ulster, some form of
vegetable tanning was employed. As vegetable tanned leathers have a much
higher chance of surviving wet anaerobic conditions such as bog burial, than oiltanned or untreated skins, European collections of archaeological leather are

strongly biased toward vegetable tanned leathers (Cameron et al. 2006: 244).
Raw-hide survives in bog contexts through a combination of the antibacterial
action of Sphagnum moss, and the low pH of the burial environment, and
through partial natural tanning as a result of contact with tannin-rich bog
deposits and with sphagnan, a tanning agent found in sphagnum moss (Painter
1991: 123-124; Turner et al. 1995; Painter 2007: 321-325) cited in (Cameron et
al. 2006: 245, 246). As such, raw hide shoes that have been buried in bogs for
long periods are technically no longer raw hide, and are not easily
distinguishable from archaeological shoe leather which has been deliberately
vegetable tanned (Lucas 1956: 384).
The raw hides used to produce single soled shoes known as pampooties on
Ireland’s Aran Islands as recently as the twentieth century, are recorded as
having been smoked as a result of the environment in which they were stored.
The hides from were often stored in the rafters of the homes of the island’s
inhabitants, where smoke from the ubiquitous turf fires imparted a natural
waterproofing to the finished pampooties (Hald 1972: 161, 162; Doyal and Kite
2006: 185). It seems possible that raw hide may have been ‘pseudo-tanned’ in
this way, perhaps by using wood smoke, in earlier times (Elnaggar et al. 2017:
1,2). While much of the Medieval vegetable tanning that took place in western
Ulster may have made use of bark from oak, birch, and alder trees, a plant
known as tormentil (Potentilla sp.) is recorded as having been used in some
parts of Ireland as tree bark became more difficult to acquire in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries following Early Modern deforestation (Lucas 1956: 384,
385). Tormentil, known variously in Irish as nialfhartach, néalurtach and
néalfhartach (Lucas 1956: 385) is noted in the early nineteenth century as being
found in great abundance in mountainous districts of Ireland (Newenham 1809:
85). The root has an unusually high tannin content for a herbaceous plant (Lund
and Rimpler 1985: 105; Geiger et al. 1994: 384, 385) making it suitable as a
leather tanning agent. The possibility cannot be ruled out that tormentil was also
used in Ireland in Medieval times, and may have been a useful alternative
tanning material for low status members of the labouring classes amongst
whom access to bark from the ‘chieftan trees’ described in the Brehon Laws
(Lucas 1956: 384) was potentially more restricted. In this respect, Medieval
period leather tanned with tree bark might be considered a higher status

material than raw hide or smoke treated leather, and the nature of the leather
processing, in combination with the quality of shoe manufacture may in turn
indicate something of the status of the wearer.
13.1.4 Dating
Lucas’ summary of dating evidence for shoes of type II and III is based on a
small number of finds excavated from Irish crannóga in the mid-twentieth
century (Lucas 1956: 380, 381). A type II shoe from Ballinderry Crannóg
number 2 (Hencken et al. 1941: 57) is thought to be from the sixth or seventh
century A.D., and a second unstratified fragment of a type II shoe from Lagore
Crannóg, Co. Meath (Hencken et al. 1950: 180, 181) is considered to be no
later than the tenth century A.D. Two additional type II shoes from crannóga in
Counties Fermanagh and Roscommon are assigned more general ‘Early
Christian’ dates (Lucas 1956: 381). A shoe fragment which, based on the
puckered appearance of the vamp seam, and the relatively large diameter of
the sewing holes, appears to be a type III shoe, was discovered at Lagore
Crannóg (Hencken et al. 1950: 180, 181), and is considered to be not later than
the ninth century A.D. Three shoes with similar puckered vamp seams
discovered at a crannóg in Lough Gara, Co. Roscommon were estimated by
Lucas to have been made and used in the period from 200-500 A.D. While
subsequent radiocarbon dating of wooden timbers from several Lough Gara
crannóga have returned late Iron Age dates, some reservations have been
expressed about associating artefact finds with these early dates (Fredengren
2000: 26-28). No examples of type IV shoes had been found within a datable
context at the time of Lucas’ survey (Lucas 1956: 381), and no further
references to securely dated Irish single soled shoes have been discovered in
the course of this research. In addition, no references to radiocarbon dating of
Irish leather shoes were found on the Archaeological Site Index to Radiocarbon
Dates from Great Britain and Ireland (CBA 2012).
So, while there is some limited evidence from crannóga excavations for the
Medieval production and wearing of leather or raw hide shoes, the vast majority
of the shoes in collections found in Ireland’s bogs have not been dated. Access
to radiocarbon dating was much more limited in 1956 when Lucas’ paper on

footwear was written, and as many of the shoes in the museum’s collection at
this time were found by non-specialists and had been removed from their burial
contexts, such bog finds were deemed undateable. Additional evidence for the
wearing of shoes in Medieval Ireland comes from analysis of historical
depictions, carvings, or descriptions (Lucas 1956: 357-363), although dating
shoes in this way is considered problematic. Assuming that footwear was
accurately depicted by the artist in the first instance; few depictions are based
on first-hand experience in Ireland (Lucas 1956: 364), the figures in some
historical visual representations are often so worn that details of their clothing
have become indistinct. The figures depicted or described in historical sources
are also typically of such high status that their clothing may not be
representative of the wider population (Lucas 1956: 357). With that said, Lucas
records 51 depictions or descriptions relating to shoes from Irish contexts within
a period stretching from the to the mid-eighth to the nineteenth century (Lucas
1956: 357-363). The general conclusion from these sources is that shoes were
common amongst the ‘upper ranks of society’, and that amongst the wider
population there was likely a ‘considerable fluidity of practice’ (Lucas 1956: 364).
The first explicit references to the footwear of the Irish general population
appear in the sixteenth century, and a number of accounts attest to the
presence of raw hide single soled shoes, known more specifically in Ireland
from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century as ‘brogues’ (Lucas 1956: 358-361).
Writing of the native Irish near Limerick in 1690, the soldier John Stevens
describes how,
“They wear brogues, being quite plain without so much as one lift of a heel, and
are all sowed with thongs, and the leather not curried [tanned], so that in
wearing it grows hard as a board, and therefore many always keep them wet,
but the wiser that can afford it grease them often and that makes them supple”
(Stevens and Murray 1912: 139) cited in (Lucas 1956: 361)
The leather thongs in Stevens’ description, and the untanned nature of the hide
described most likely refers to Lucas type III or IV shoes.
13.1.5 Going Barefoot

In addition to looking for evidence of shoes, Lucas’ comprehensive study of Irish
footwear also considers the extent to which the Irish population went barefoot,
and notes 141 images or references in the historical literature which depict or
describe the native Irish going barefoot in the period 1600-1900 (Lucas 1956:
334-351). Amongst these references, 26 examples relate specifically to the
province of Ulster, and record how while some native Irish wore shoes, others
either went barefoot entirely, or carried shoes with them to be worn as
necessary (Lucas 1956: 336-339). The English author and playwright Richard
Head, writing on the native Irish in 1674 describes how,
“…they never wear them [their shoes and stockings] but carry them on their
backs, going barefoot till they come near a market town, where men and
women alike… sit down on the ground and put on their stockings and shooes to
go in, and at their return, at the same place pull them off again—being more
afraid to scratch their shooes than to cut their feet and toes” (Head 1904: 95)
cited in (Lucas 1956: 335).
Shoes are noted as being worn by the native Irish in later centuries during
‘occasions of parade’ (Lucas 1956: 352), including at fairs and while attending
Sunday mass (Lucas 1956: 337-339), and Head’s description of putting on and
subsequent removal of shoes at an agreed urban boundary or frontier; what
must have been relatively new urban centres in Early Modern western Ulster,
suggests that going into town may have been considered an occasion of parade
amongst the native Irish. It is also possible, as Head’s quote suggests, that the
native Irish sought to prolong the life of their footwear by removing and carrying
their shoes wherever possible. A type of raw-hide shoe known as a ‘pampootie’,
continued to be made and worn on the Aran islands off the coast of County
Galway into the twentieth century (Hald 1972: 161, 162), and shoes of this type
are noted as averaging not longer than one month of regular use in the rugged
island terrain (Lucas 1956: 376). With such a short life span, it is perhaps not
surprising that less well-off members of the labouring classes sought to
maximise the use life of materially similar footwear.
There are indications that beyond occasions of parade, footwear in Ireland had
practical applications too, and some nineteenth century accounts from western

Ulster describe how while many women went barefoot, or carried shoes with
them to be put on as required, labouring men in some areas of Tyrone and
Donegal wore shoes and stockings when they could afford to do so (Lucas
1956: 337). It has been suggested that the harsh nature of agricultural labour
more typically carried out by men, including using a spade to turn the sod on
unploughed, long-fallow, or otherwise rocky ground (see section 8.1.5), saw the
limited household expenditure on footwear preferentially used to shod and
protect the feet of those family members in most need (Lucas 1956: 355, 356).
A second practical consideration raised by Lucas in relation to barefootedness
refers to a skin condition variously spelt oighreach, adhrach, aerach or eireach,
and widely noted amongst the archives of the Irish Folklore Commission. The
condition was known in English as ‘ire’, but is also referred to as ‘wind-gall,
wind-burn, wind-scorch, chaps, cracks, hacks, hecks and scourging’, and
occurs as a result of exposure of the skin to cold, wet, and windy conditions, or
through the abrasive action of wet garments against the skin. The condition,
known technically as Erythrocyanosis Crurum Puellarum Frigida, and similar in
some respects to chilblains, manifests as intensely painful cracks and splits in
the skin of the lower legs (Lucas 1956: 332).
A regional name for the condition in parts of western Ulster and in Connaught,
mairtín gagach, may refer to the fact that the cracks or splits in the skin, which
are also known as gag, were more prevalent in the wet and windy month of
March or Marta, and some folk period instances can be found where a
personification of the condition; a ‘bogey man’ known as mairtín gagach, is
summoned to frighten children into taking appropriate care of their feet (Lucas
1956: 329). To combat the condition, a type of gaiter-like knitted soleless
stocking with loop attachments at the toe and heel was worn in western Ulster
and in many other parts of Ireland as recently as the nineteenth century
(Fig.116). Known more generally in Ireland as troighthín, and in Counties
Donegal and Tyrone as mairtín, the soleless socks could be worn with or
without shoes to protect the lower legs and upper feet from the worst effects of
mairtín gagach (Lucas 1956: 331). While the socks are more widely noted in
relation to nineteenth century folk records, a reference to ‘lóipínibh’ in the midseventeenth century satire ‘Páirlement Chloinne Tomáis’ (Bergin 1913: 230, line
1612) may refer to ‘lopeens’ or lóipín, a south-western regional name for

soleless stockings. The satire warns how the Gaelic Irish will have ‘neither luck
or happiness’ until they return to their traditional ways, including the wearing of
lóipínibh on their shins, suggesting that the practice was common place in
Gaelic culture in earlier times (Lucas 1956: 331, 332).

Fig. 116. Pair of soleless stockings (Lóipíní) from Co.Kerry. From Lucas 1956:317.

All of the above suggests that much of the wider population in Ireland wore
footwear as necessity or parade dictated. While much of the evidence for
wearing shoes relates to the post-Medieval period, it seems likely that these
practices had their roots in earlier times. The practicalities of life in Ireland’s wet
and often cold climate, the limits of physical endurance of its population, and the
requirement for some members of the labouring classes to protect their feet
during repetitive agricultural work all suggest that Medieval footwear was not
confined to the upper classes, and that all strata of society would have found it
necessary to protect their feet and lower legs under some conditions.
13.1.6 The end of the brogue tradition
The transition away from single piece, single soled shoes appears to have
begun in some urban parts of Ireland from the High Medieval period onward.
Archaeological evidence indicates that multi-piece, wrap-around ankle boots,
corresponding to the Lucas type V shoe (Lucas 1956: 378, 379), co-existed with
single piece shoes in Hiberno-Norse Dubhlinn and in Waterford by the tenth or
eleventh century (O'Rourke 1991: 22, 23). A pair of similarly styled shoes found
on a male bog burial in County Sligo in 1824 indicates, based on the associated

costume, that shoes of this type were known in north western regions by the
sixteenth or seventeen century (Lucas 1956: 381). While examples of type V
shoes have been found in bogs in all of the provinces of Ireland, none have
been absolutely dated, but are considered to have remained in use in Ireland
beyond the mid-nineteenth century (Lucas 1956: 379).
Shoe making in Europe underwent a rapid change during the sixteenth century,
with the addition of two or more soles and heels to shoes, and a degree of
standardisation in sizing and styling (Nicholl 2017: 34). While these innovations
eventually made their way into Ireland over the course of the Early Modern
period they did not replace the single soled tradition for some time. The
continued use of raw hide shoes, and the value placed on historical tradition in
relation to footwear production in Ireland is noted by Hall in 1840.
“The ‘brogue’, or shoe, of the Irish peasantry differs in its construction from the
shoe of any other country. It was formerly made of untanned hide, but for the
last century at least it has been made of tanned leather… All the sewing was
done with thongs. The broguemakers pride themselves on the antiquity of their
trade; and boast over the shoemakers, whom they consider only as a spurious
graft on their more noble art” (Hall 1840: 189, 190).
Hall’s description indicates that in some parts of Ireland, raw hide continued to
be used for the production of shoes until the middle of the eighteenth century,
and that a leather-based brogue tradition continued in Ireland for some time
longer. While soled shoes and boots eventually replaced traditional single soled
brogues as the footwear of choice in Ireland, a distinction continued to be made
between broguemakers and shoemakers until the first half of the nineteenth
century in some parts of Ulster (Donaldson 1923: 62) cited in (Lucas 1956: 362,
386). Such a distinction suggests that the transition from brogues to shoes
occurred in some parts of mainland Ireland only in the second half of the
nineteenth century. Based on the dating and contextual evidence presented in
this section, it is possible that the three shoes included in this research could
date from the Prehistoric period, until relatively recent times. The following
sections will discuss each of the three shoes included in the research with

reference to the date of manufacture, find location, and additional information
revealed through technical analysis.

13.2 Shoe BELUM.A.228.1955
13.2.1 Technical Analysis

Fig. 117. Leather shoe BELUM.A.228.1955. © National Museums Northern Ireland

Shoe 228.19955 was found in Cooldaragh bog in Cooldery South townland, in
county Derry. Little more is recorded in the museum notes about the object’s
discovery. The shoe measures only 16 cm in length (approximating a presentday UK child’s size 8.5) and as such it is likely that it belonged to a child (Fig.
117). Unlike the other ‘one-piece’ shoes included in this research, shoe
228.19955 appears to be made from two pieces of leather, and this variation in
style may be a concession to the shoes relatively small size. An open ‘loop’ on
the upper rim of the shoe was likely employed as part of the fastening
mechanism as found on other examples of Lucas type III shoes. The leather on
the underside of the shoe is well worn, with holes at both the heel and ball
regions most likely as a result of abrasion in these areas. This wear pattern
suggests that the shoe was worn predominantly on the left foot. While the
leather appears to be in stable condition, the upper portion of the shoe has a
mottled appearance which may relate either to ingrained burial dirt, biological
growth such as mould, or a combination of both. White spotting on the sole of
the shoe has the appearance of mould growth (appendix 17: 675).

Fig. 118. UV induced visible fluorescence image of shoe BELUM.A.228.1955. ©
National Museums Northern Ireland

Ultraviolet induced visible fluorescence images of shoe 228.1995 show a
whiteish fluorescence corresponding with the mottled appearance on the leather
upper (Fig.118). The spotted distribution of some of this fluorescence,
particularly along the lower edge of the shoe upper is suggestive of mould
growth, as in each case the white spotting has a concentrated centre fading
away to a ‘halo’ suggestive of a growth nucleus. A white coloured fluorescence
within the creases on the sole of the shoe (Appendix 17: 681) may indicate that
the shoe has undergone a leather conservation treatment. A small sample of
leather (<100mg) was collected from the underside of the shoe for leather
species and radiocarbon dating analysis. In order to reduce the visual impact of
sampling, the sample was collected from the edge of a hole broadly
corresponding with the position of the wearers heel (see Appendix 17: 682, 683
for more details). In retrospect, sampling from this area of highly compacted and
worn leather introduced challenges to the leather species identification and
analysis for this object, which may not have been the case with a sample from a
less deteriorated area on the shoe.

Historically, leather species characterisation has combined macro and micro
visible analysis of the leather structure and surface features, morphological
analysis of attached hair, and mechanical and chemical testing (Haines 2006b:
11-21; Brandt et al. 2014: 2). In addition to relying on considerable expertise on
the part of the analyst, some of these techniques require examination of a
relatively large leather surface area, and in other cases involve destructive
testing. In addition, analysis of animal hair is complicated by the fact that hair
morphology can diverge within the same species according to the location on
the animals body, or according to ‘age, sex, seasonality, nutrition, and health’
(Brandt et al. 2014: 2). More recently, mass spectrometry analysis of collagen
protein residues in small (1mm3) archaeological samples of skin, fur, and bone
has been employed to characterise the species of the animals from which the
samples were derived. It has been shown that even in cases where
proteinaceous samples are recovered from acidic or otherwise harsh diagenetic
conditions, mass spectrometry based analysis of amino acid residues (peptides)
has been successfully employed for species level identification (Brandt et al.
2014: 2). The remarkable integrity of ancient collagen means that the charge to
mass ratios of amino acid residues in a sample can be detected and interpreted
to characterise the taxonomic source of an archaeological sample. This
approach, known more generally as Peptide Mass Fingerprinting, is known in
the archaeological sphere as ZooArchaeology by Mass Spectrometry, or
‘ZooMS’ analysis (Buckley et al. 2009: 3843; van Doorn et al. 2011: 282).
ZooMs analysis was carried out on a small sub-sample of the leather collected
from shoe 228.1955. While the analysis identified a range of lower mass
peptides consistent with mammals from both the Bovidae and Cervidae families,
the higher mass peptides necessary for characterisation of the leather to
species level were not present in the mass spectrum (Fig.119, Appendix 17:
684, 685). As such, it can be said the leather from shoe 228.1955 was derived
from one of a range of animal skins including sheep, goat, cattle, and deer. The
almost complete lack of higher mass peptides (>2000 m/z) in the sample is
curious given the otherwise good state of preservation of the shoe. As noted
previously, the leather sampling location for this object was selected based on a
requirement to reduce the visual impact of sampling on the object, and the
sample was collected from an area of damage

Fig. 119. Mass spectrum for leather sample from shoe BELUM.A.228.1955

on the underside of the shoe. It is possible that the collagen component in this
area has undergone a higher level of denaturation as a result of mechanical
stress in the sample area, and that the collagen primary structure was therefore
more susceptible to hydrolytic or oxidative deterioration (Florian 2006: 43). The
lack of higher mass peptides in the sample indicates that the larger mass
peptides in the collagen primary structure have been chemically degraded.
FTIR analysis of the sample from shoe 228.1955 confirms deterioration of the
collagen component. The amide A band (~3300cm-1), and amide I (~ 1650cm-1)
and II (~1550cm-1) peaks in the spectrum for shoe 228.1955 are all reduced in
comparison with the cow leather reference spectrum (Fig.120). The amide I and
II peaks are visible only as subtle undulations. The reduction in intensity of the
amide A band indicates a reduction in hydrogen bonding between N-H and C=O
groups of adjacent collagen chains (Fan 2005: 51; Haines 2006a: 6; Sendrea et
al. 2016: 33; Vyskočilová et al. 2019: 3) consistent with denaturation of the
collagen secondary and tertiary structure. The amide I peak derives primarily
from C=O stretching vibrations in the collagen primary structure (Fan 2005: 51;
Sendrea et al. 2016: 33), and the reduction in intensity of this band may indicate

that partial oxidative decarboxylation (loss of the carboxyl groups) of some
amino acids has occurred (Florian 2006: 45). The amide II peak is partially
derived from N-H bending vibrations (Fan 2005: 51; Sendrea et al. 2016: 33),
and the reduction in intensity in this band in spectrum 228.1955 is suggestive of
deamination (loss of the amine groups) of some amino acids (Florian 2006: 45).
The chemical degradation of collagen amino acids indicated in the FTIR
analysis is consistent with the lack of larger mass peptides detected during
ZooMS analysis.

Fig. 120. FTIR Spectra for 1800-600cm-1 region showing spectra for sample
228.1955.1 (blue), Cow leather reference (red) Lanolin wax reference (green)

In addition to the reduced intensity of the amide A, I, and II peaks described
above, a number of additional peaks in the spectrum for shoe 228.1955 suggest
that the material may contain a post-collection contaminant. Peaks at 1735,
1463, 1376, 1173 and 720 cm-1 correspond with those for a lanolin wax
reference sample (Fig.120). A range of historical leather conservation
treatments including 'Guildhall Leather Dressing’, ‘British Museum Leather
Dressing’ (BMLD) and ‘Pliantine’, are based on lanolin, with varying quantities
of other wax or oil constituents (Kite and Thomson 2006: 247; NAUTARCH
2019). An additional widely used historical leather treatment involved the use of

Bavon ABP (a mix of alkylated succinic acid and mineral oils) and lanolin (Kite
and Thomson 2006: 248). While no conservation record was available for this
object, the FTIR spectrum suggests that shoe 228.1955 was treated with a
lanolin based consolidant or dressing. The UV induced visible fluorescence
images for shoe 228.1955 show a white fluorescence within the creases in the
sole leather, including in the area where the leather sample was collected,
which may indicate the presence of residual surface wax.
The elements detected by EDX analysis are somewhat typical for protein-based
samples, with the major elements in collagen- carbon and oxygen - present
throughout site of interest (SOI) 1 and 2 (appendix 17: 689, 690). While nitrogen
is present in the amino group of all amino acids and is within the detectable
range of elements using SEM EDX, nitrogen was not detected during SEM EDX
analysis. ‘Lighter’ elements with atomic numbers between 4 and 10 can be
detected by EDX, but the low energy X-rays from these elements are subject to
strong absorption by the specimen. In addition, the electrons involved in
generating the X-rays are also the valence electrons involved in the chemical
bonding of these elements, and as such, the shapes and positions of the peaks
for these elements may change in different compounds (MyScope 2014). It is
likely that the total percentage mass of nitrogen in collagen is too low (<10%) to
be detected through SEM EDX analysis. The localised distribution of silicon
throughout SOI 1 and 2 (appendix 17: 689, 690) may relate to earth minerals
embedded in the leather either during the object lifetime, or in the burial
environment. The leather sample was collected from an area on the underside
of the shoe 228.1955, broadly in alignment with the heel of the wearers foot,
and as such would have been a prominent point of contact between the shoe
and the ground. Co-deposition of silicon and oxygen indicated in in SOI 1 and 2
may relate to silicon dioxide (SiO2) embedded in the leather; commonly found in
nature as the mineral quartz. The aluminium detected across SOI 2 (Appendix
17: 690) may also be interpreted in this way, in combination with the silicon for
example as aluminium silicate based minerals such as kaolinite (Al2Si2O5(OH)4)
found in clay in parts of western Ulster (Doff 2009: 12, 13). The sulphur at SOI 1
and 2 (Appendix 17: 689, 690) might be interpreted as relating to sulphur
compounds from reducing bacteria occasionally found in waterlogged leather
from anoxic environments (Karsten et al. 2018: 12), or to the development of

sulphuric acid (H2SO4) in the leather as a result of sulphur dioxide (SO2) air
pollution from the Modern period post-collection atmosphere (Florian 2006: 40,
51; Thomson 2006: 112).
Shoe 228.1955 was radiocarbon dated to 624 ± 22 BP. Calibration using the
IntCal13 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2013) returned a date range from A.D.
1291-1398 (95.4%) (Fig. 121).

Fig. 121. Radiocarbon calibration curve for shoe BELUM.A.228.1955

13.2.2 Find Location
Shoe 228.1955 and Shoe 229.1955 are recorded in the museum notes as
having been found in Cooldaragh bog in the townland of Coolderry South, Co.
Derry. The name Coolderry is derived from the Irish Cul Daire (Irish Townlands
2018: Coolderry South), considered to mean ‘back oak-wood’ (Joyce 1871: 548).
A note on ‘Ancient Forts’ in the Ordnance Survey memoirs records the remains
of a fort as little more than ‘a mound’ at Culderry South in the Parish of
Kildollagh at some time between 1831 and 1836 (Day et al. 1990: 69). An aerial
photographic survey of the townland carried out in 1989 (NISMR 2017:
LDY008:011) recorded a crop mark suggestive of a ‘continuous single ditch’

circular enclosure, approximately 15 metres in diameter, with no associated
features either in its interior or surrounding it. Investigation of the site on the
ground noted a flattish field with slight undulations and fair views all around, but
no surface visible remains were identified.

Fig. 122. Detail showing Coolderry South townland (lower right) and surrounding region,
after Historic 6" Ordnance Survey Map 1842

The townland of Coolderry South is situated on the eastern bank of the Upper
River Bann (Fig.122), and its location close to a strategically important fording
point on the river known as the Ford of Camus or Fertas Camsa, which is
translated to mean ‘the ford of the bend’, indicates that this was a historically,
and likely a prehistorically important landscape (NISMR 2017: LDY 007:027-02).
The river is noted in the early nineteenth century as being ‘…only about 4½ feet
deep for near a quarter of a mile…’, a short distance north of the western bank
of Coolderry South townland (Longfield et al. 1814), and may have been
shallower still in the past prior to the implementation of land drainage and
reclamation schemes in earlier centuries. Indeed, one of justifications put
forward for officially scheduling the area around Fertas Camsa as an
archaeologically protected site was its role as a ‘a point of transit and a route of
confluence between northwest and northeast forming part of one of Ireland’s

earliest recorded routeways; the Slighe Midhluachra’ (Lawlor 1938: 3-6) cited in
(NISMR 2017: LDY 007:027-02). The road is first described in the Annals of the
Four Masters in relation to the year A.D. 123 (AFM 1854: 105) cited in (Lawlor
1938: 3).
The importance of this region as a crossing point on the river Bann may have
influenced the siting of an Early Medieval monastery (NISMR 2017: 007:022) in
the townland of Camus on the western bank, across the river from Cooldery
South. The death of the abbot of Bangor, otherwise known as Muirchertach of
Camus, is recorded in the Annals of the Four Master in A.D. 938 (AFM 1854:
639) cited in (Muhr 2009: Camus). Fertas Camsa is recorded as a strategic
crossing point along the medieval boundary between Cinéal Eoghain and Dal
Riada, and was traversed by successive raiders into Ulster including Brian Mac
Ceinnéidigh of Leinster in 1005/6 (AFM 1854: 755), and Muirchertach Ua Briain,
King of Munster, in 1101 (AFM 1854: 969). The ford is recorded as being
contested in the sixteenth century by ‘the dominant regional clans of this period,
the Mac Quillans, Ó Cathain, Ó Domhnaill and Mac Donnells’ (AFM 1854: 14871489; AU 1901: 154-155) cited in (NISMR 2017: LDY 007:027-02),
demonstrating the continued strategic importance of the region into the Late
Medieval period. In addition to its importance as a crossing point, the river near
Camus is described in 1609 as an important salmon fishery (Jefferies 1996: 59),
and it seems likely that fishing rights were an important factor in retaining
control of this section of the river Bann.
The evidence for settlement, transit, and fishing in this region suggests that the
bog in Coolderry South where shoe 228.1955 and 229.1955 were found was by
no means remote or marginal throughout the Medieval period, and may in fact
have been visited by comparatively heavy traffic. Nothing visible remains of the
‘Culderry’ fort, but it appears from the Ordnance Survey Memoirs and later
aerial survey that a fort was established within the townland at some point in the
past. While the lack of detailed find information for the shoes makes it difficult to
establish a connection between Culderry fort and the two shoes found in
Cooldaragh bog, the evidence for continuous Medieval occupation of the
surrounding region, and the traffic which may have passed through the Fertas
Camsa, perhaps since prehistoric times, may explain how both a sixth/seventh

century (see section 13.3.1) and a thirteenth/fourteenth century shoe came to
be deposited in this region.

13.3 Shoe BELUM.A.229.1955
13.3.1 Technical Analysis

Fig. 123. Leather shoe BELUM.A.229.1955. © National Museums Northern Ireland

Shoe 229.19955 is also recorded as having been found in Cooldaragh bog in
Cooldery South townland, in county Derry. As with shoe 228.1955, little more is
recorded in the museum notes about the object’s discovery. The shoe is
stylistically different from 228.1955, and is formed from a single piece of leather
which has been joined at the toe and heel in a manner consistent with other
Lucas type II shoes. Slits in the two leather tabs at the top of the vamp seam,
and a number of slits in the leather at roughly symmetrical points around the rim
of the shoe opening likely relate to how the shoe was fastened in placed,
perhaps through the use of an additional leather thong (Fig.123). Shoe
229.1955 measures 24.8 cm in length, and is comparable with a present day
adult UK size 7 shoe. The wear pattern on the sole suggests that this shoe was
worn predominantly on the right foot. The upper and interior sole of shoe
229.1955 is spotted with what appears to be mould growth, but the leather in
this area appears to be in otherwise good condition.

Fig. 124. UV induced visible fluorescence image of underside of shoe
BELUM.A.229.1955. © National Museums Northern Ireland

Ultraviolet induced visible fluorescence images of shoe 229.1995 show a
blue/white fluorescence at various points across the leather surface. The
fluorescence appears most concentrated in the cracks and creases in the
leather, possibly as a result of residual conservation surface treatment in these
areas. The fluorescence is particularly pronounced along the edges of a crack
or tear broadly corresponding to the location of the heel on the sole of the shoe
(Fig.124). As with shoe 228.1955, the object sampling for this object was
designed to reduce the visual impact on the shoe. As such, the radiocarbon
dating and leather species analysis sample for this object was collected from
the edges of a hole in the sole of the shoe close to the aforementioned area of
pronounced

fluorescence.

The

presence

of

the

fluorescence

was

communicated to the radiocarbon dating and ZooMS analytical laboratories so
that suitable pre-treatment of the sample could be carried out to mitigate the
impact of post-collection contamination.
ZooMS analysis of shoe 229.1955 indicates that the leather is derived from
cattle (Bos taurus). The leather from shoe 229.1955 was identified as cow
leather based on the presence of peptides of corresponding mass to cattle

outlined in Collins and Spindler (2018: 4). While the lower mass peptides,
visible as peaks at 1105, 1192, 1427, and 3033 in the 800-400 m/z mass
spectrum below (Fig.125), are common to a range of mammalian collagen, the
presence of the peptide with m/z 2853 is unique to cattle.

Fig. 125. Mass spectrum for leather sample from shoe BELUM.A.229.1955

The FTIR spectrum for shoe 229.1955 shares much in common with that for
shoe 228.1955 described in section 13.2. As with shoe 228.1955, the amide A
band (~3300cm-1), and amide I (~ 1650cm-1) and II (~1550cm-1) peaks in the
spectrum for shoe 228.1955 (Fig.126) are all reduced in comparison with the
cow leather reference spectrum. While the reduction in the amide I and II peaks
is not as dramatic in spectrum 229.1955.1 as it is in the spectrum for shoe
228.1955, the FTIR spectrum nevertheless indicates that the leather has
undergone a reduction in hydrogen bonding, most likely resulting in
deterioration of the collagen secondary and tertiary structure, and that some
oxidation or acid hydrolysis of the collagen backbone has a occurred. The
region below 1800cm-1 in spectrum 229.1955.1 is more complex than that of
spectrum 228.1955.1. While there are peaks consistent with those for lanolin

wax, indicating that the leather has undergone a similar conservation surface
treatment to that identified

Fig. 126. FTIR Spectra for sample 229.1955.1 (blue), Cow leather reference (red)
Lanolin wax reference (green)

for shoe 228.1955, there are a number of additional unexplained peaks in this
region. As noted by Florian (2006: 50), leather is a complex mixture made up
from ‘collagen… tannins… organic and mineral acids, salts and sulphur
compounds’. In addition to post-collection contaminants such as those from
conservation treatments, leather may also contain chemicals transferred from
the wearer and environment during use and burial, all of which may have
contributed to the complexity of the chemistry, and the FTIR spectrum for this
object. While it is clear that the leather sample from shoe 229.1955 contains
additional peaks to those typically associated with leather, it has not been
possible to characterise the associated additional material using FTIR analysis.
SEM EDX analysis detected a similar range of elements for shoe 229.1955 as
was detected for shoe 228.1955. A locally concentrated distribution of silicon in
the sample may relate to the presence of earth minerals embedded in the
leather during use. The leather sample for this object was collected from the
sole of the shoe, and it is perhaps to be expected that this area would pick up

fine grit from the ground during use. The sulphur detected in the sample may be
interpreted as relating to sulphur compounds from reducing bacteria
occasionally found in waterlogged leather from anoxic environments (Karsten et
al. 2018: 12), or to the development of sulphuric acid (H2SO4) in the leather as a
result of sulphur dioxide (SO2) air pollution from the Modern period postcollection atmosphere (Florian 2006: 40, 51; Thomson 2006: 112).

Fig. 127. Radiocarbon calibration curve for shoe BELUM.A.229.1955

Shoe 229.1955 was radiocarbon dated to 1464 ± 23 BP. Calibration using the
IntCal13 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2013) returned an Early Medieval date
range from A.D. 558-644 (95.4%) (Fig.127).
13.3.2 Find location
Shoe 229.1955 was found at the same location as shoe 228.1955. Please see
section 13.2.2 for more information about the find location of shoe 229.1955

13.4 Shoe SA 1904.3

Fig. 128. Leather shoe SA 1904.3. © National Museum of Ireland

13.4.1 Technical Analysis
Shoe SA 1904.3 was found in a bog near Garvagh, Co. Derry. The National
Museum of Ireland collection notes describe the shoe, based on the way in
which it is gathered at the toe, as a ‘pampootie’ style or ‘Lucas type IV’. Nothing
more is recorded about the conditions under which the object was found. At
20cm in length, the shoe is comparable to a present-day UK child’s size 1, but
may have undergone considerable shrinkage (Fig. 128). As such, it is not
possible to say for certain if the shoe was originally worn by a child or a small
adult, but the shape of the shoe and the wear pattern on the sole indicates that
it was worn predominantly on the right foot. A series of slits in the leather
around the edge of the shoe opening suggests that the shoe was fastened in
place by means of a piece of leather extending from the thong used to gather
the toe of the shoe. Given the exposed nature of the bridge of the wearers foot,
the troighthín or mairtín soleless socks described in section 13.1.5 would have
served as a useful addition to type IV shoes in colder weather. The red
colouration of the leather on the inside surface of the shoe is indicative of red

rot, a hydrolytic deterioration of the leather typically arising as a result of sulphur
dioxide air pollution (Florian 2006: 38). In addition, some delamination of a
darker coloured layer has occurred on the inner surface of the shoe. Assuming
the shoe was produced with the grain layer facing inward, as the pore pattern
and attached hair visible in the macro image (Fig.129) indicates, the surface
delamination has occurred at the junction of the grain layer and the corium

(Haines 2006b: 12).
Fig. 129. Macro image of interior surface of shoe SA 1904.3 showing pore pattern and
remains of attached hair. © National Museum of Ireland

As with the other two shoes included in this research, the choice of sampling
location for this object placed a strong emphasis on reducing the impact of
sampling on the visual appearance of the shoe. The sample was collected from
an area of damage on the underside of the shoe, roughly corresponding to the
inner portion of the ball of the wearers foot (appendix 19: 722, 723). ZooMS
analysis of a sub-sample of leather from the shoe indicates that the latter is
derived from cattle (Bos Tauraus). While the lower mass peptides, visible as
peaks at 1105, 1192, 1427, and 3033 in the 800-4000 m/z mass spectrum
(Fig.130) are common to a range of mammalian collagen, the presence of
peptides with m/z 2853 is unique to cattle.

Fig. 130. Mass spectrum for leather sample from shoe SA 1904.3

The FTIR spectrum for the leather sample collected from shoe SA1904.3 is
complex, but is broadly comparable to the cow leather spectrum shown below
(Fig.131). The Amide A, I and II bands are relatively well pronounced when
compared with those for shoe 228.1955 and 229.1955, indicating a good state
of preservation. Sendrea et al. (2016: 33) have shown that while superficially
similar, the FTIR spectra for tanned and untanned animal hide show subtle
variations in the position of the Amide A, I, and II bands. These bands are
shifted to lower wave number in untanned hide than in vegetable tanned
leathers. The Amide A band (derived from N-H stretching (Fan 2005: 51;
Sendrea et al. 2016: 33; Vyskočilová et al. 2019: 3)) for shoe SA1904.3 is
centred around 3290 cm-1, while in the cow leather sample is centred around
3300cm-1. The Amide I band (derived from C=O stretching vibrations (Fan
2005: 51; Sendrea et al. 2016: 33)) at 1649cm-1 in the cow leather reference is
shifted to 1630cm-1 in the spectrum for shoe SA1904.3. The Amide II band (NH bending and C-N stretching vibrations (Fan 2005: 51; Sendrea et al. 2016:
33)) in the cow leather reference sample is centred around 1549cm-1 and in the
spectrum for shoe SA1904.3 is shifted toward 1534 cm-1. The shift in the Amide
A band between tanned and untanned material has been attributed to disruption
of hydrogen bonding or prevalence of weaker hydrogen bonding in the

untanned material, and the shift in the Amide I and II bands is attributed to the
ability of collagen-tannin complex in the vegetable tanned leather to form
stronger hydrogen bonding (Sendrea et al. 2016: 33). The shift in these bands
suggest that the leather in shoe SA1904.3 was originally untanned, but based
on the present appearance and handling, may have undergone partial
vegetable tanning as a result of the chemistry of the burial environment as
described in section 13.1.3.

Fig. 131. FTIR Spectra for sample SA 1904.3.1 (blue), Cow leather reference (red)
Poly Ethylene Glycol (PEG) 300 (green)

A number of additional peaks present in the spectrum for shoe SA1904.3, but
absent in the cow leather reference spectrum, correspond with those for Poly
Ethylene Glycol (PEG) 300, a consolidant used in the conservation of both
embrittled and waterlogged leather (Kite and Thomson 2006: 248; NAUTARCH
2019). Subtle peaks at 2866,1453, 1349, 936, and 884 cm-1 in spectrum
SA1904.3.1 correspond with those for PEG 300. It is suggested therefore that
shoe SA.1904.3 has undergone conservation using a low molecular weight Poly
Ethylene Glycol treatment. The potential for PEG contamination of the sample
was reported to the ZooMS and radiocarbon dating analysis laboratories, and
appropriate pretreatment of the samples was carried out prior to analysis.

The elemental composition of the leather in shoe SA 1904.3 is comparable with
that for the other two shoes included in the research (Appendix 19: 728-730).
Given the sampling location on the underside of the shoe, the localised
distribution of silicon in the sample likely relates to embedded silicates from
contact with the ground. The sulphur detected in the sample may be interpreted
as relating to sulphur compounds from reducing bacteria occasionally found in
waterlogged leather from anoxic environments (Karsten et al. 2018: 12).
Alternatively, and particularly given the red appearance of the interior leather for
this shoe symptomatic of ‘red rot’, the sulphur may relate to sulphuric acid
(H2SO4) in the leather as a result of sulphur dioxide (SO2) air pollution from the
Modern period post-collection atmosphere (Florian 2006: 40, 51; Thomson 2006:
112).

Fig. 132. Radiocarbon calibration curve for shoe SA 1904.3

Shoe SA 1904.3 was initially radiocarbon dated to 2991 ± 24 BP. Calibration
using the IntCal13 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2013) returned a date range
from 1286-1126 B.C (95.4%), (Fig.132). This sample was identified as having a
higher than usual CN atomic ratio (4.8) compared with other samples of a
similar nature prepared by the Oxford lab. As such the date should be
interpreted with caution. A number of points have been raised in section 13.4.1
which indicate that shoe SA 1904.3 was made from rawhide, and may therefore

have undergone a form of natural ‘tanning’ through interaction with plant
polyphenols from the burial environment. The incorporation of older carbon from
the burial environment during the process of natural tanning may have
contributed to an erroneously early radiocarbon date for this object.
13.4.2 Find Location
Shoe 1904.3 is recorded in the museum notes as having been found in a bog
near Garvagh, Co. Derry (Fig.133). The Irish name for Garvagh townland is
recorded as Garbhachadh which is translated to mean a ‘rough field’ (McKay
2007: 72). The village of the same name was founded c.1615 by George
Canning of the Ironmongers guild of London (Robinson and Macbeth 1853: 54,
95). If the Bronze Age date for this object is correct, place name interpretations
are unlikely to contribute to the understanding of the find location for this object.
The only monument of possible prehistoric origin recorded for the townland of
Garvagh is a standing stone (NISMR 2017: LDY018:034) which, based on its
location at the townland border, has been suggested as a boundary marker.

Fig. 133. Detail showing Garvagh townland (centre) and surrounding region after
Historic 6" Ordnance Survey Map 1842

The site of the standing stone is noted to contain many large boulders & slabs
(Day and McWilliams 1990: 78), which the report suggests might be interpreted
as a destroyed megalithic tomb. Two Bronze Age cordoned urns were found in
1955 in the neighbouring townland of Gortfad to the west of Garvagh (May and
Collins 1959: 33-41; NISMR 2017: LDY018:039). Both urns were inverted over
cremations, with one containing a male and possibly one other person, and the
second
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female.

A

broad,

wedge-shaped

recumbent

stone

found

approximately 4 metres from the urns may have been connected with the
burials (May and Collins 1959: 33). The authors of this report note that the area
was ‘…of considerable importance in early times as it forms one of the major
passes through this section of the Sperrin mountains and links the valleys of the
rivers Bann and Roe’ (May and Collins 1959: 33). Two cairns of possible
prehistoric date are also recorded within Gortfad townland (NISMR 2017:
LDY018:063, LDY018:064). The Ordnance Survey Memoirs report that a cairn
on the holding of Samuel Clyde in Gortfad townland was formed from many
stones ‘…very large and well fitted together…’, and that during removal of the
cairn, an urn (now destroyed) containing bones and ashes was found within a
small circular chamber formed from stones (Day and McWilliams 1990: 44). A
burial similar to the urn burials described at Gortfad is also reported for the
nearby townland of Slaghtaverty (May and Collins 1959: 33).
Other prehistoric monuments in the neighbouring townlands include a
Megalithic Tomb in Liscall to the west (NISMR 2017: LDY018:009), recorded in
the OS Memoirs as a ‘...double row of pillars on which are laid as a roof a
succession of slabs accurately fitted & jointed together to form a smooth
platform…’ (Day and McWilliams 1990: 78), and a 1.8 metre standing stone at
Tamnymore to the north (NISMR 2017: LDY018:031), described as having
‘several curious steps or niches cut in the side, by which a man may mount very
conveniently to the top’ (Day and McWilliams 1990: 78). While additional
analysis is required to confirm the radiocarbon date, the abundant evidence for
prehistoric occupation in the landscape around Garvagh townland suggests that
a Bronze Age date for shoe SA 1904.3 might not be entirely out of place.

13.5 Conclusion
The combination of contextual and technical research included in this section
concludes that single soled, single piece shoes of leather or raw-hide formed
part of the material culture of Medieval Ireland. Lucas assertion that ‘the
question is not, of course, whether footwear was worn [in Medieval Ireland] but
the extent to which it was worn’ (Lucas 1956: 357) has not been conclusively
addressed, but a range of both pragmatic and cultural post-Medieval contexts in
which footwear may have been worn have been explored which seem likely to
have been equally relevant in earlier times. It has not been possible to
determine the status of the original wearers of the shoes included in this chapter.
While footwear may have served as a status symbol for the elite and
landholding members of Gaelic Irish society, for members of the labouring class,
it was likely a response to the challenges of negotiating tough conditions of
labour and climate that existed in the Late Medieval period.
The comprehensive nature of Lucas’ 1956 study into Irish footwear has quite
rightly reserved the work an influential position amongst the otherwise sparse
subject literature. However, as many of the analytical techniques available to
heritage researchers in the present day were unavailable or of limited
availability at the time of Lucas’ research, the shoes found in Ireland’s bogs,
which make up the vast majority of Irish museum collections, were to some
extent archaeologically unknowable in the period when Lucas’ study was
produced. As such, the chronology for production and use of single soled shoes
in Ireland was developed from stratigraphical interpretation of an extremely
small number of shoes excavated from Irish crannóga in the mid-twentieth
century. We owe much to Lucas’ diligence as a researcher for the abundant
contextual evidence regarding the production and use of footwear in Medieval
and Modern period Ireland, and the absolute dating of the three shoes included
in this study must be considered the first step in a process of broadening the
knowledge

base

for

Irish

footwear

beyond

the

understanding so comprehensively put forward by Lucas.

historical

contextual

Fig. 134. Comparative calibration diagram for shoes included in this chapter

The radiocarbon dating for the three examples included in this research
(Fig.134) demonstrates the longevity of the single soled shoe tradition in Ireland.
Ruling out the potentially erroneous date for shoe SA 19904.3, the dating of the
two shoes from Coolderry South indicates a range from A.D. 558 to A.D. 1398.
While the three shoes represent only a small sample group, the analysis
demonstrates something of the potential for refining the chronology for Irish
footwear production and use. While only one of the shoes included in this study
was dated to the Late Medieval period, the research represents the first
absolute dating evidence for the presence of thong sewn, single soled shoes in
Ireland at this time. The dating of the other Coolderry shoe (BELUM.A.229.1955)
indicates that type II shoes were present in the Early Medieval period, but the
possibility exists that each of these types formed part of the material culture in
the centuries beyond the date range indicated by these single examples.
Pampooties, a type of raw hide single soled shoe comparable with Lucas type
IV shoes such as shoe SA1904.3 included in this research, continued to be
made in Ireland’s Aran islands until the mid-twentieth century.
The ZooMS analysis included in this research has shown that two of the three
shoes included in their study are made from cattle skin, and that the third shoe
228.1955 was made from one of a range of either Bovidae or Cervidae animal
skins. While the use of cattle skin to make shoes is perhaps not surprising given
the prominence of cattle in the Late Medieval Irish economy, the use of cattle
skin to make the potentially Bronze Age shoe, SA 1904.3, may demonstrate the
role of cattle in Ireland in much earlier times. The bog burial conditions for the
shoes included in this research introduces challenges to the characterisation of
the skin processing for these objects, but the combination of contextual and
technical evidence presented in this section suggests that type II shoes may

have been more commonly made from tanned leather, while type III and IV may
have been made from either raw hide or tanned leather. The delaminating
corium layer, the appearance of surface hairs, and the marginally shifted amide
A, I and II peaks in the FTIR spectrum for shoe SA1904.3 all suggest that the
skin for this shoe was only minimally processed, and that this shoe may well
have been made from rawhide. Close technical examination of a much larger
sample group would perhaps reveal patterns relating to how the skins for each
of the three types were processed.
As with the absolute dating for other objects included in this research project,
radiocarbon dating of the shoes opens the door to understanding the objects in
relation to the landscapes in which they were found. Period relevant research
into the history of each find location allows us to progress beyond somewhat
meaningless descriptions of ‘bog’ finds, to understand landscape as a more
dynamic historical actor. It is hoped that the ‘proof of concept’ demonstrated for
the analysis of these shoes will inspire a reexamination of the large collection of
previously unknowable shoes from Ireland’s bogs.

14. Discussion and Conclusion
The following chapter discusses the research findings with reference to three
main areas. While the research reported in chapters 9-13 describes 15 objects,
it should be noted that only one third of the objects have been radiocarbon
dated to the A.D. 1200-1600 research period. As such, the scope of the
conclusions relating to the Late Medieval period is more limited than was
envisaged at the research outset. Nevertheless, section 14.1 considers wjihat
the findings for each of the relevant objects reported in chapters 9-13 adds to
the existing body of knowledge for materiality in Late Medieval Ulster. Section
14.2 examines the collective significance of the object find locations in relation
to what is known about Gaelic Irish landscape interactions. Section 14.3
examines the trajectory of indigenous material expression in post-Medieval
Ulster in relation to the objects included in this study. Section 14.4 concludes
the thesis.
14.1 What do the objects tell us about Late Medieval Gaelic Culture
The historical contextual research presented in chapters 3-7 indicates that
material expression in Late Medieval western Ulster, while primarily a response
to environment, may also have been influenced by the impermanence inherent
in Gaelic systems of governance and landholding. Concepts of impermanence
may have restricted capital development in the region, and contributed to an
economically conservative, risk averse outlook, which in turn constrained
material technological and industrial development in western Ulster for much of
the Late Medieval period. It is suggested that a distinction should be made in
interpretations of materiality at this time between the market-based economies
in areas of Anglo-Norman acculturation, and the gift-based economy of western
Ulster. In addition, the research suggests that a distinction should also be made
in western Ulster between the material culture of the elite, landholding, and
labouring classes, reflecting differences in the life-ways of these stratified social
groups. The circulation of goods within western Ulster, political barriers to
English trade, an underdeveloped urban network, and restricted market access
for much of the Late Medieval period, indicate that the material goods of the
labouring classes in this period and place likely reflected locally available raw
materials and manufacture. Transhumant movement appears to have been a

feature of Gaelic cultural life for much of the Medieval period and beyond. The
frequency with which caoraigheacht appear in the historical literature in the final
centuries of the Late Medieval period in Ulster, suggests that such movement
developed from a rhythmic annual migration into a more unpredictable and
reactionary response to regional instability at this time. It is argued that such
movement in the landscape amongst the labouring classes is evidenced in this
research in the material choices, portability, and pragmatism expressed in their
material goods. The following section discusses how themes relating to
impermanence, risk aversion, material archaism, and mobility are expressed in
the five object types included in this research.
The three spades dated as part of this research demonstrate a typological
longevity stretching from at least the twelfth to the eighteenth century. The
relationship between manual labour and social class in Gaelic society presented
in the contextual research in section 9 suggests that such objects were likely
the tools of the labouring classes. With the exception of the metal shoe
component, manufacture of the one-piece handle and blade of these spades
described in section 9.1.4 would appear to be within the capabilities of any
maker with access to simple carving tools. The manufacture of the more
complex metal shoe component is considered to be within the technical
capabilities of a rudimentary forge, and could therefore have been produced on
Gaelic landholdings sufficiently well developed to support such activity. The
relative simplicity of manufacture for these items, and the necessity amongst
the labouring classes for an accessible tool for tillage, are likely factors in the
unchanging nature of this object type over time. It is clear from the northern
distribution of two-sided iron shod spades of this type, that there was a way of
making and perhaps using a spade in the north, that differed to how a spade
was made and used in more southerly regions of Medieval Ireland. The reasons
for this regional stylistic variation in the Medieval period remain unclear, but in
addition to raising interesting questions about the extent of provincial movement
and cultural transfer amongst the labouring classes, the research concludes
that some object types may have reflected localised physical and/or cultural
conditions in Medieval Ireland. The survival of a localised spade typology in
Ireland into the Modern period, when inter-provincial contact was facilitated by
improved infrastructure, suggests that the maintenance of tradition also had an

important role to play in regional stylistic variation in both the medieval and
Modern periods. The dating of these objects to the later Medieval period lends
support to the contextual historical evidence for arable farming presented in
section 5.3, indicating that tillage was practiced in western Ulster at this time.
Technical analysis of the three lossets included in this research has shown that
these items were used in western Ulster in a period spanning the thirteenth to
the sixteenth centuries. Chapter 10 has explored how the portability of such
objects might be considered to reflect the impermanent life-ways of the Gaelic
labouring classes in Ulster at this time. Large items of furniture are notably
scarce within the archaeological record for this period and place, and while it is
possible that many such items were lost or destroyed in the politically turbulent
post-Medieval period, the contextual research indicates that large items of
furniture were uncommon amongst all but the elite class in Medieval Gaelic
Ulster. It must be reiterated that the portability of these objects is not
necessarily indicative of mobility in the landscape, and may relate to the user
requirement to move inside or outside the shelter as lighting and weather
conditions in the west Ulster environment permitted. With this said, such items
would lend themselves well to periods of occasional mobility in the landscape,
as seems likely to have occurred for the population groups in Late Medieval
western Ulster who engaged in transhumance.
The question of who might have used the losset is somewhat more challenging
to address. While it seems likely that the Gaelic elites in western Ulster did not
regularly carry out domestic chores, such items may nevertheless have found a
place within the enclosed settlements of the landholding and elite classes. The
descriptions of how lossets were used in the Modern period, as expressed in
the records of the Irish Folklore Commission, suggest that these objects served
primarily as a surface for kneading dough, and preparing foodstuffs, but also
potentially as a communal plate around which family members may have eaten.
It is argued that lossets were likely used in a similar fashion in the Late
Medieval period, and as such may not be considered an exclusively labouring
class item. Rather than assign lossets a specific function, this research
considers that such objects met a range of domestic needs, and the losset can
perhaps be more accurately considered a multi-use, portable, work surface. A

domestic transition away from the use of the portable losset toward the more
sedentary kitchen table, is considered in section 10.1 to echo the changing
movement, settlement, and domestic patterns that took place in western Ulster
in the Modern period, as discussed in section 8.2.
While the island-wide distribution of lossets in Ireland was not comprehensively
explored as part of this research, examples were identified in the archaeological
literature, and in museum records, with find locations outside of the four
counties included in this research. The use of the word losset is noted in the
records of the Irish folklore commission to have been used in counties Cavan,
Leitrim, Galway, and Kerry into the early twentieth century. This wide artifactual
and terminological distribution indicates that the use of lossets was not
restricted to western Ulster, and likely extended to other parts of Ireland where
movement in the landscape was practiced. No clear typology for lossets has
been identified in this research, and the materials from which the three
examples under study were made; oak, birch, and ash wood respectively,
suggests that there was no prescribed blueprint for such objects, beyond the
requirement for a suitably proportioned piece of wood. In addition to changing
settlement and movement patterns, it is interesting to speculate how restricted
access to and availability of trees of sufficient diameter, following deforestation
in some parts of post-Medieval Ulster, impacted the manufacture and use of
wooden lossets in the Modern period.
Technical analysis of the three wooden troughs examined in chapter 11 of this
thesis has shown that these objects were likely employed for heating liquids
using hot stone boiling, and all three examples have been dated to the Middle
Iron Age. The contextual research for the wooden troughs was carried out in
tandem with the object technical analyses, and on closer reading of the
archaeological literature, stylistic analysis strongly suggested that these objects
were of prehistoric origin. Nevertheless, the decision was taken to proceed with
the technical analysis to bring clarity to the chronology of manufacture and use
for objects of this type. The Iron Age dates position the three objects in a broad
chronology with other wooden vessels of similar type, including the wooden
trough discovered in Toar Bog, County Westmeath described in section 11.1.5.
Given the similarity in the associated hot stone boiling technology to fulacht

fiadh, as discussed in section 11.1.2, it is interesting to speculate if such
vessels can be thought of as a portable development of the wooden linings
identified in some Irish fulacht fiadh excavations. The Iron Age dates for the
wooden troughs positions them toward the end of the radiocarbon dating
chronology for fulacht fiadh sites (section 11.1.2), and it seems possible that a
transition took place in this period from fixed place to mobile cooking technology.
While this topic undoubtedly merits further study, such analysis is beyond the
scope of this thesis.
While the three troughs are clearly much older than the Late Medieval period
under study, the research has sought to understand the role of pyrolytic
technology in relation to Gaelic cultural practices in the period beyond the
working lives of these specific objects. The contextual research regarding metal
and ceramic vessels presented in section 11.1.4 has shown that while such
vessels may have been present in Late Medieval Ulster, their use amongst the
poorer and more mobile labouring classes was likely restricted. A potential lack
of basic manufacturing capability in Late Medieval Gaelic Ulster, as suggested
by the nature of the region’s exports described in section 6.2, likely indicates
that the production of complex riveted brass and wrought iron cooking vessels
known from earlier periods was beyond the technical capabilities of the region’s
metal smiths. While some English imports of brass cooking pots to Ireland are
recorded for the sixteenth century, the cost of such specialist items, and trading
restrictions in place between Anglo-Norman ports and ‘hostile’ Gaelic regions,
suggests that ownership would have been out of reach for members of the
labouring classes of western Ulster. While widespread evidence of ceramic use
exists for western Ulster from the late fourteenth or early fifteenth century
onwards, the find locations for the remains of ‘Medieval Ulster Coarse-Ware
Type B’ ceramics, otherwise known as ‘Crannóg-Ware’, suggest that such
objects formed part of the more permanently settled landholding, retainer, and
elite classes only. The unsuitability of ceramics for transport across rough
terrain, and the absence in the course of this research of ceramic ‘bog finds’ in
the material record, suggests that those living a life of impermanence heated
liquids by other means. The ethnohistorical evidence presented in section
11.1.3 suggests that a seemingly archaic pyrolithic technology may have
continued to be practiced in Gaelic cultural regions in Ireland and Scotland both

within and beyond the Medieval period. While the three troughs included in this
study are shown to have been manufactured in the Iron Age, it is suggested that
hot stone boiling continued to be employed for both pragmatic reasons, and
possibly as a form of cultural signalling, by some members of the Late Medieval
population in Ulster.
As with the wooden troughs discussed in chapter 11, the wooden ‘scoops’
described in chapter 12 have been demonstrated to predate the Late Medieval
period. The similarity in design between the three objects under study, and
examples from both Irish and wider European Medieval and Modern period
contexts, suggests that such objects were used as boat bailers. While the three
bailers included in this study are much older than was anticipated in the
preliminary research period, the contextual research into the use of boats
known as coití and curracha in Medieval and Early Modern western Ulster
suggests that some form of bailer, however informally conceived, would have
continued in use beyond the Prehistoric and Early Medieval dates suggested
by the objects included in this research. This is supported by the similarity in
design between bailers 1.1945, BELUM.A.217.1940, and Medieval period
examples from crannóga at Ballinderry Co. Westmeath, and Lagore, Co Meath
described in section 12.1.4. The radiocarbon dating and historical contextual
evidence for historical boat use in Late Medieval Ulster presented in section
12.1.3 serves as a reminder of the important role that loughs and waterways
played in Gaelic Irish constructions of landscape and place. Section 4.4.1 has
shown that crannóga, now more widely accepted as commonly in use in the
Late Medieval period, likely served a range of functions from elite dwellings to
munition stores to places of refuge. As such, access to crannóga, loughs, and
waterways was unlikely to have been exclusive to the elite classes of Gaelic
Ulster. In the absence of a well-developed road network, the significance of
waterways as a means to access these places, and to navigate the landscape
and transport goods cannot be overstated. The presence of these features
supports the conclusion that loughs and waterways, often considered marginal
places in contemporary Ulster, occupied a more central place in concepts of
active landscape in earlier times.

The final object type included in this study, the single piece, single soled leather
shoes, have been shown to be in use in western Ulster close to the beginning
and end of the Medieval period. Additional radiocarbon dating analysis on
extracted leather protein, is required to exclude the possibility that a process of
post deposition tanning has impacted the dating result for shoe SA 1904.3. The
three examples included in this study, are to the best available knowledge at
this time, the first Irish leather shoes to be absolutely dated. This small sample
group is considered a useful starting point for understanding the temporal
development of footwear typology in Ireland, but the interpretative value of
these results would benefit from additional technical analysis of a larger sample
group. Regardless of the limited sample group, it seems likely based on
historical documentary evidence that such items formed part of the regional
material culture throughout the Medieval period. The wide date range returned
for the two shoes found at Coolderry South, ranging at its extremities from the
sixth to the fourteenth century A.D. demonstrates a continuity in material
tradition across the Medieval period. A review of Lucas’ work on footwear in
Ireland (Lucas 1956) provides a contextual framework in which to interpret the
three shoes included in this research. The information presented in section 13.1
suggests that the type and quality of the stitching, and the use of raw hide or
leather employed in the manufacture of the shoe, may provide evidence of the
status of the wearer. While the characterisation of the use of leather or hide in
the manufacture of these shoes was inconclusive, the quality and type of the
stitching may suggest that shoe BELUM.A.228.1955 is of somewhat lower
status than shoe BELUM.A.229.1955.. Lucas’ typology for Irish footwear
suggests that shoes were likely worn by all social classes, and that footwear
had both a cultural and pragmatic role in Gaelic society. While footwear likely
indicated the status of the wearer, and may have been employed in some
instances for purposes of parade, it also seems to have been a necessary
response to the region’s environmental and labour conditions.
14.2 What do the objects tell us about Landscape Settlement?
Many of the objects included in this research are described in their respective
museum notes as having been ‘found in a bog’, and in almost all cases, no
further attempt has been made to contextualise the object find locations in

relation to the wider historical landscape. While this is perhaps understandable
given the lack of archaeological context for such ‘chance’ finds, the vague find
locations for these objects also reflects a prior limited understanding of the
historical landscape in which they were discovered. In addition to exploring the
cultural relevance of the five object types, the research has sought to explore
the significance of the find locations of the individual objects in relation to recent
insights into Gaelic settlement and landholding patterns in Late Medieval Ulster,
as discussed in chapter 4 of this thesis. The radiocarbon dating carried out as
part of this study positions these objects in more localised timelines of
production and use, providing an avenue to expand on the current
interpretations of the object find locations beyond those expressed in the
museum notes. While many of the object find locations are within regions of
western Ulster that are considered marginal in contemporary landscape
interactions, the ethnohistorical research completed for each find location has
sought to better understand how the landscapes in which the objects were
found may have been used in the past.
The contextual research presented in section 4.5 concludes that some of the
settlements of the Gaelic labouring classes in Late Medieval Ulster were of an
unsubstantial and impermanent nature, a quality which has been interpreted in
this research as reflective of the seasonal mobility of this social class. The
information on movement in the landscape presented in chapter 5 suggests that
while the labouring classes in western Ulster may have lived in proximity to the
more permanent landholder settlement structures at certain times of the year,
these groups were also mobile in the landscape at other periods. The
transhumant ‘booleying’ discussed in section 4.5, is perhaps the most well
understood movement of this type, and it seems plausible that some members
of the labouring classes moved away from their winter settlement locations
when tillage of the land in preparation for arable farming was completed in early
spring. The removal of cattle, sheep, and their labouring class attendants to
more distant lands can be understood as a practical solution to the challenge of
managing livestock and open field cultivation in this period. In addition to
transhumance, increasing social unrest in the final centuries of the Late
Medieval period in Ulster may have contributed to more erratic population
movement at this time. The find locations for some of the objects included in

this research have been explored and interpreted in the context of the
impermanent settlement and occasional mobility of the labouring classes.
The landscapes in which the spade HOYFM284.1967, and losset 1938.9734
were discovered, have been interpreted in this research as of potential historical
religious significance. The remains of an enclosed settlement, burial ground,
and holy well, and place name evidence for a church, all within a short distance
of the find location for the eleventh or twelfth century iron-shod wooden spade
HOYFM284.1967, suggest that this area was once more actively inhabited than
the contemporary marginality of the location might suggest. Similarly, the
remains of a medieval rath, church, and holy well, close to where the fourteenth
or fifteenth century losset 1938.9734 was discovered, may suggest that this
object was used by members of the labouring classes living on the outskirts of
an airchinneach landholding. The combination of the contextual research into
labouring class settlement presented in section 4.5, and the find locations for
the spade and losset described above, suggests that the landscapes
immediately surrounding more substantial historical settlements may have
formed active parts of wider settlement complexes. It is suggested therefore
that carefully targeted excavation of the less well-explored margins of more
visible archaeological remains may yet provide new insights into the nature of
Late Medieval settlement.
The remains of the seventeenth or eighteenth century spade 1969.678 is
considered, based on the place-name interpretations of the region where it was
discovered, to have potentially been discarded or misplaced during booleying
activities. The Irish names of a number of the small townlands in the upland
area where the spade was discovered include the prefix Mín which has been
translated as ‘Mountain Pasture’, while others include the suffix Barr meaning
‘upper’, indicating that they are the upland counterparts to coastal townlands
approximately 10km to the west. While the date of manufacture for this object is
somewhat outside of the Late Medieval research period, ethnographic
information for other parts of Donegal discussed in section 4.5 indicates that
booleying activities did not come to an abrupt end in the Modern period, and
continued in some areas until the nineteenth century. The artifactual and place
name evidence presented for this object indicates that targeted excavation of

remote upland sites in western Ulster may add to the existing body of
knowledge for historical rural settlement.
Analysis of the historical landscape around Coolderry South, in which the two
shoes BELUM.A.228.1955 and BELUM.A.229.1955 were discovered, indicates
that far from being discovered in a remote bog, the find location is near the
riverbank of a historically significant crossing point on the river Bann known as
Fertas Camsa. The presence of well-defined historical roads, and recognised
fording points, serves as a reminder that daily life in Medieval Ulster was by no
means geographically restricted. While the provenance of both a sixth and
twelfth century shoe in the townland of Coolderry South was treated with
suspicion in the preliminary stage of this research, the interpretation of this
region as a potentially high-traffic, long-established fording point, presents a
plausible explanation for the deposition of chronologically disparate shoes at
this location. The contextual landscape research for shoes BELUM.A.228.1955
and BELUM.A.229.1955 demonstrates the potential value in seeking to
understand the wider historical landscape in which objects are discovered.
While these interpretations do not offer any certainty about the past, they
nevertheless invite archaeologists, historians, and members of the wider public
to reconsider the find locations for these objects in relation to the historical
layers of settlement that exist in the landscape of western Ulster.
In addition to the analysis of specific object find locations, the research has
identified a number of challenges which must be overcome to further develop
the current understanding of Medieval landscape interactions in western Ulster.
Much of the growth in Medieval archaeological excavation in Ulster after the
1950s was limited to the eastern counties of Northern Ireland (O'Conor 1998: 9,
10). It is suggested that a regional excavation bias may have arisen in Ulster
from the more local focus of both the learned societies established in Belfast in
the nineteenth century (Evans 1953: 3), and the Department of Archaeology at
Queens University established in the city in the 1950s (Eogan 2002: 476).
Writing in 1953 Evans describes how the actions of excavators ‘working
outwards from Belfast in widening circles’ may have inadvertently given more
archaeological attention to eastern and coastal areas of Northern Ireland. He
writes, ‘…the standard text-books of Irish archaeology dismiss Tyrone as being

dull and empty… the truth is that it was less well-explored than the coastal
counties’ (Evans 1953: 4). It has been noted that a ‘non-systematic survey
strategy’ continued to favour scrutiny of the eastern counties of Ulster into the
1980s (Horning 2007b: 365).
As a result of this research bias, Medieval Gaelic settlement in western Ulster
has not received the same degree of attention from archaeologists over the
twentieth century than those parts of Ireland that were historically acculturated
by the Anglo-Normans/English and their descendants (O'Conor 2018: 149). The
eastern bias in twentieth century excavations in Ulster raises questions as to
how representative the conclusions drawn from such excavation data are of the
wider archaeological landscape in Ulster, particularly given the variation in
settlement type and distribution between the Gaelic west, and the historically
acculturated east of Ulster throughout the Late Medieval period. An excavation
bias for ‘ringforts’ in Ulster is noted in section 4.4.2, and an eastern excavation
bias for hill and mountain-side rural settlements more commonly known as
‘booley’ sites, is also noted in Ulster. Thirty-eight of the fourty-six sites reported
on the Northern Ireland Sites and Monuments Record in 2007 are located in
County Antrim, six in County Down, two in County Derry, and none for Counties
Fermanagh or Tyrone (Horning 2007b: 365). The eastern bias in excavations of
Medieval sites in Ulster may have contributed to a skewed perspective on the
continued occupation of traditional Gaelic settlement types in the Late Medieval
period. It is suggested that archaeological investigation of rural upland in
western Ulster, targeted through ethnohistorical research, is required to address
these historical imbalances in excavation distribution. More recent research has
emphasised ‘dynamism in the continued use of settlement forms once
associated predominantly with the Early Medieval period’ in Ireland (Horning
2012: 177). It is a promising sign that new sites and site types are beginning to
emerge, as archaeologists have begun to look at the landscape in ways in
which they haven’t done before (Horning 2018: 26).
14.3 Trajectory of indigenous materiality in the Modern period
In addition to understanding Gaelic materiality in the context of the Late
Medieval period, the research has sought to understand the trajectory of

‘indigenous’ material expression beyond the sixteenth century. Given the
ongoing political and cultural challenges surrounding interpretations of the postMedieval past in Ulster, as noted in the introduction to this thesis, the use of the
term ‘indigenous’ can be interpreted as politically contentious. This term can be
used in the context of cultural groups, to establish a difference between the
‘original’ inhabitants of a region, and those who have settled or occupied that
region more recently. The term is used in the context of this research however,
not to describe territorial rights of occupation, but to describe a material culture
that originates and finds use in a particular place. In this respect, regardless of
the cultural affiliation of those who manufacture and use such objects, it is the
intimate relationship between material culture, landscape, and place reflected in
such objects that qualifies them as indigenous.
With the decline in the Gaelic administration in western Ulster after the sixteenth
century, and the arrival of new cultural influences in the region following the
Plantation of Ulster, such indigeneity was practiced to different degrees by the
culturally diversified population of this region. Creolisation, mimetic practice,
and material hybridity are noted as playing an important role in identity
formation in the Late Medieval and Early Modern period in Ireland (Horning
2018: 14, 19). The locally produced ‘folk’ material which emerged in Ulster in
the Modern period, may be considered in many respects a creolisation of the
material traditions of the Gaelic Irish, Scottish, and English population, as these
culturally different groups interacted and sought to adapt to localised
environmental conditions. Such folk objects, whether they were produced and
used by the descendants of a Medieval Gaelic Irish labourer, or by the
descendants of Scottish and English settlers in Ulster, can be considered
indigenous to this region. A distinction can be made therefore between the
imported goods that featured more prominently in the lives of the population of
western Ulster from the late sixteenth or early seventeenth century onwards,
and the indigenous or ‘folk’ objects which continued to be made and used there
in this period.
While it is clear from chapter 8 that some forms of indigenous material
expression were artificially curtailed in post-Medieval Ulster; for example, local
production of woollen cloth declined as a result of the economic protectionist

measures in the mid-seventeenth century, some objects continued to be made
and used in the region in the Modern period in much the same way that they
had been in earlier times. Radiocarbon dating of the wooden component of
spade 1969.678 to the seventeenth or eighteenth century, and the testimony of
cultural informants interviewed as part of the activities of the Irish Folklore
Commission described in section 9.1.6, indicate that objects of similar type to
Medieval period iron-shod wooden spades continued to be made in some parts
of western Ulster into the nineteenth century. The three lossets included in this
study are dated to the later Medieval period, but it has been shown in section
10.1.2 that objects of similar type had a place in the regional material culture
until the nineteenth century. Similarly, the historical contextual information on
shoes presented in section 13.1.6 suggests that a distinction continued to be
made between single soled raw hide ‘brogues’, and more elaborate
multicomponent leather shoes in Ulster until the nineteenth century. While it is
argued that indigenous material continuity can be traced between the Medieval
and Modern periods in Ireland, analysis of the approach to collecting and
display of ‘folk’ objects in both Northern Ireland and the Irish Republic suggests
that indigenous continuity has not been fully realised.
In the Irish Republic, the prevalence of folk objects amongst the peasantry of
the west of Ireland, contributed to associations between folk material culture
and rural poverty. Such objects did not conform to the twentieth century Irish
cultural nationalist ideology, which was rooted in romantic notions of a past
golden age (Leerssen 1997: 37, 38; Ó Giolláin 2000: 145; Ó Giolláin 2012: 95)
It has been suggested that there was a wide-spread public belief in Ireland at
this time, that collecting and displaying folk objects ‘would show only the poverty
of our recent past and not the ingenuity of our ancestors in being able to survive
with the minimum amount of disposable income’ (O'Dowd 2012) cited in (Ó
Síocháin et al. 2012: 7). While agents of the Irish Folklore Commission diligently
collected folk objects along with information relating to their history and use,
such objects were not enthusiastically displayed at the National Museum in
Dublin (O'Toole and Ua Danachair 1945: 255, 256; Kingston 2014: 16). The
majority of the folk collections were placed in storage throughout the second
half of the twentieth century, and were only comprehensively publicly displayed
again following the opening of the Museum of Country Life in 2001 (Ó Síocháin

et al. 2012: 5, 7). As noted by Ó Giolláin, ‘The belated recognition of folklife [in
the Irish Republic] can be explained by the fact that its artefacts unavoidably
linked it to the peasant condition’ (Ó Giolláin 2012: 95). The underplaying of
folklife in cultural narratives in the Irish Republic for much of the twentieth
century is considered in this research to have restricted the visibility of
indigenous cultural expression for contemporary Irish audiences.
In the north of Ireland, the archaeologist, geographer, and ethnographer E.
Estyn Evans emerged as a key figure in the development of folklife studies.
Evans’ approach to the study of Ulster’s folk heritage had its roots in nineteenth
century theories of cultural evolutionism, and he saw in Ulster’s folk material,
peripheral survivals of an earlier, more primitive culture (Evans 1942: 6; Ó
Giolláin 2012: 95). This cultural evolutionary approach, free from romantic
notions of the past, rendered the material study of the impoverished rural
peasantry less problematic, and as such the study of ‘folklife’ received more
attention from researchers in Ulster than in did in the Irish Republic. Such
primitive framings of folklife are considered problematic however, as they can
be considered to position indigenous culture as inferior to the culture with which
it is superseded. Bell (1998: 101) notes that Irish folklife research makes a
conceptual distinction between what is described as Redfield’s (1960: 41) ‘little’
folk tradition and ‘great’ elite tradition, and it is argued that such a distinction
positions indigenous material expression as culturally secondary to the ‘high’
culture more typically found in Ireland’s metropolitan museums. The siting of
both northern and southern Irish national folk collections in discrete, rural
museums, geographically distant from urban population centres, is considered
to have further contributed to a sense that such material is not part of the
‘official’ or ‘high’ national culture. The conceptual and geographical separation
of archaeological and folk collections is considered in this research to have
occluded interpretation of the trajectory of indigenous cultural expression
beyond the Medieval period. While at one level, the placement of archaeological
and folk collections into separate museums can be considered to logically
reflect the archaeological period in which objects were made and used, such
archaeological classification has been critiqued as uncoupling ‘descendant
populations in the present from their Indigenous pasts’ (Wobst 2010: 21).

Finally, as society in Ireland has changed, the values embedded in folk
collections have also shifted. It has been noted that in contrast to ‘high’ culture
objects, which are typically collected on the basis of uniqueness, folk or
ethnographic objects are collected because they are typical of the culture at the
time of collection (Chastel 1997: 1458) cited in (Ó Giolláin 2012: 83). The
decline of the Irish peasantry over the course of the twentieth century has
contributed to a shift in the values embedded in nineteenth and twentieth
century folk objects, and as such these objects no longer typify the
contemporary culture in which they exist. Ó Giolláin (2012: 98) describes the
transition of Irish folk museums from a position representative of the country’s
perceived living culture, to a place as ‘specialised historical museums’, which
are viewed as remote by an increasingly urbanised Irish society. In this sense,
Irish folk material culture can be viewed as having ‘fossilised’ in museums over
the course of the twentieth century. It is argued in this research that indigenous
material expression is a living process that reflects an ongoing relationship with
culture, landscape, and place, and that the fossilisation of such objects in a
static museum setting has been detrimental to indigenous material continuity in
Ireland. A paper delivered at the conference ‘A folk museum for Ireland’ in
Dublin in 1984, highlighted a potential solution to the perceived issue of
fossilisation in Irish folk museums.
‘It is not enough to preserve objects and record traditions and customs; … a
museum should be an 'instrument of the total development of a community on
the basis of its population, its heritage, its national environment and its social,
economic and cultural problems.’ (Duff 1984: 3)
This research concludes that museums in Ireland can take a more active role in
the preservation and transmission of Irish indigenous material expression. The
combined archaeological and folk collections in Irish museums record how past
inhabitants of the island of Ireland have engaged with the landscape to shape
the material world in which they existed. Such objects can play a role in
inspiring the creativity of a new generation of artists and makers if they can be
effectively communicated to these audiences. It is hoped that the information
put forward in this thesis highlights the value inherent in such objects as waymarkers for continuing indigenous material expression. The new ethnohistorical

and technical understanding of these objects, and the digital heritage assets
developed over the course of this research, are presented in this respect as a
resource for contemporary indigenous cultural expression.
14.4 Conclusion
This research has employed a combination of ethnohistorical and heritage
science research methodologies to add new interpretive value to fifteen
museum objects. Prior barriers to confident interpretation of these objects
related primarily to poor archaeological context as a result of the chance nature
in which the objects were discovered, and to uncertainty regarding the extent to
which post-collection preservation treatments might impact technical analysis.
Besides these concerns, the characterisation of the materials used in the
manufacture of the objects was somewhat vague, with uncertainty surrounding
the species of wood or animal hide employed in the production of some objects.
It is argued that the multi-disciplinary approach employed in this research has
overcome some of these barriers to interpretation. While only one third of the
fifteen objects included in the study have been shown to belong to the Late
Medieval period, technical and contextual analysis of these objects provides
new insights into the materiality that existed amongst the population of Late
Medieval western Ulster. Identification of a material culture specific to the Gaelic
Irish labouring classes has proved more elusive, and while some of the objects
dated to the Late Medieval period may conceivably have been made and used
by this demographic, the possibility that such objects were used by a wide cross
section of the Gaelic Irish community cannot be rules out. In addition to
technically analysing the objects, this research has made use of digital
technologies

to

develop

new

and

engaging

heritage

resources.

Photogrammetric modelling and digital documentation have played a valuable
role in the research process, and will continue to do so as the research results
are disseminated beyond the research period.
While this research initially set out to understand the materiality of Gaelic Irish
culture, it has become clear over the course of this study, that the research has
also sought to explore the heritage of Irish material indigeneity. The focus in this
research on the labouring classes of Late Medieval western Ulster can also be

read as the study of a cultural group intimately connected with landscape
through the act of making material goods. The continued reliance on locally
produced material goods by the labouring classes of Gaelic western Ulster is
shown to have been influenced by the wider environmental, cultural and
economic landscape in which they lived. While the changes in Early Modern
Ulster described in chapter 8 can be considered to have impacted the extent of
indigenous material expression in this region, the continued use of locally
produced material goods amongst the culturally diversified population of the
Early Modern period demonstrates that such indigeneity was not an exclusively
Gaelic Irish trait.
A form of indigenous materiality continues in Ireland today, expressed in the
work of artisans and craftworkers that continue to draw on locally sourced raw
materials and ‘traditional’ methods of manufacture. Many such objects can be
considered ‘specialist’ items however, and differ from the indigenous material
culture of the past, in that they no longer typify the material culture of the region
in which they are produced. Such objects are commonly valued for their
aesthetic and heritage qualities, and for the skill required in their manufacture.
Looking ahead, this research seeks to explore how artists, designers, and
makers working in combination with heritage specialists, can draw on museum
collections to develop components of a historically referenced, contemporary,
indigenous material culture. In addition to reflecting a relationship with locally
available materials and manufacture, it is argued that to truly qualify as
indigenous, such objects must find an ‘authentically embeded’ place amongst
the wider contemporary population. The more confident understanding of
indigenous material heritage expressed in the fifteen objects included in this
research can be considered a first step toward achieving this goal.
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