
Archaeology in Ireland  

 
As I am sure you figured out I am of Irish 
heritage, 70% based on Ancestry and 23 and 
Me DNA testing. That is up 20% from what my 
grand parents said as an English grand mother 
and an Icelandic grandfather had Irish 
ancestors. Probably from the 300 year English 
occupation and the Viking settlements 1000 
years ago. Even when I thought I was only 50% 
Irish had a great desire to visit Ireland. My first 
opportunity was in 1979 when I was 
responsible for establishing a manufacturing 
facility there. On the first trip we were shown 
potential sites in western Ireland as that area 



was the most economically depressed. I was 
fascinated with the countryside, the miles and 
miles of stone walls, the ruins of churches and 
monastic sites and of course the village pubs. 
For a myriad of reasons, however, we built the 
plant just 50 miles west of Dublin. 
 
Over the next 7 years I visited Ireland over 30 
times. Since flights to Ireland from Boston all 
stopped at Shannon, I often got on or off there 
and made the longer drive through the 
sparsely populated countryside. The more I 
drove around the more interesting things I 
saw and the more reading I did about ancient 
sites and early Irish history. My first vacation 
there was in 1992 when I spent 10 days in 
southwestern Ireland, then from 1998 to 2001 
I worked, two weeks each summer, on an 
archaeological dig. Also in 2001 my siblings 
and I and spouses, 14 of us in all, spent 2 
weeks there and I have been back 4 times 



since then. The last time in 2018 with my son 
and two grandsons. 
 
I am going to talk about archaeology in Ireland 
in general, the dig I participated in and a 
personal experience in finding a significant 
artifact. 
 
Ireland, both the Republic and Northern 
Ireland, covers about 32,500 square miles and 
has a population of nearly 6 million. That is 
very close, on both counts, to the state of 
Indiana. On the island there are more than 
152,000 recorded archaeological monuments 
or, about 5 in every square mile. That is a lot 
to explore and to learn about. There would be 
more but amateur archaeology and, 
especially, construction eliminated many sites 
before the Irish governments began to control 
the activity in the 1990’s. Since then all 
development projects have a consulting 
archaeologist on staff. 



 
The oldest recorded sites are Neolithic, mostly 
burial sites from 3500 to 6500 years old. 
Others include Bronze Age ritual sites, Iron 
Age farmsteads and ring forts, early Christian-
burial sites and ruined churches. There are 
also Viking, Medieval and early English 
occupation sites including round towers, 
castles and manor houses. Most of the oldest 
monuments are out in the open since the rock 
cairns that covered many of the Neolithic sites 
were removed by later inhabitants to build the 
omni-present stone walls. Some sites have not 
been excavated and some are still in use. 
 
One of the mysteries, unsolved until recently, 
was the identity of the people who built the 
Neolithic monuments over 5000 years ago. 
DNA of the current population was no help as 
it was dominated by Celtic ancestors. There 
were clues as similar monuments existed in 
Brittany and in the Basque part of Spain as 



well as in Portugal, Wales and Scotland, but no 
answers. Recent developments in DNA 
technology and excavated bones that were 
less deteriorated have led to the answer. 
Bones from the dig I participated in 
contributed to this discovery. 
 
The inhabitants of Ireland in the Neolithic 
period, who built huge multi-chambered 
tombs 600 years before the Great Pyramids 
and 1000 years before Stonehenge, were 
Anatolian farmers who began their migration, 
from what is now Turkey, 9600 years ago. 
When they reached the Atlantic they went by 
water to Ireland arriving over 6000 years ago, 
bringing cattle and sheep with them. 
 
The following are 7 of the most interesting and 
accessible monuments covering the period 
from around 4000BC to 1200AD: 
 
 



1. The oldest, from 6000 years ago, are in 
Carrowmore near Sligo in the Northwest. 
This is a Neolithic cemetery. with many 
tombs like this one and including a very 
large one, Queen Maeve’s Cairn, which has 
never been excavated.The typical tombs 
are located on a slightly elevated pad an 
surrounded by a circle of stones. 
 

 
 



2. Poulnabrone dolmen is a portal tomb 
located in the Burren, County Clare. The 
cap stone is 6’x13’ and one foot thick 
weighing about 12;000 pounds. It was 
excavated in the 1980’s. The bones found 
indicated that burials took place from 
about 3800 to 3200 BC. It is one of the 

most visited and photographed 
monuments in Ireland. 
 



You can see that the stone used to 
construct the Carrowmore tomb and 
Poulnabrone are very different, even 
though the shape of the tomb is similar. 
The builders used the local materials, 
sedimentary stones left by ice age glaciers 
at Carrowmore and limestone slabs from 
bedrock on the Burren for Poulnabrone. 

 
 



3. Newgrange is a very large passage 
tomb built around 3200BC and located in 
the Boyne River valley just 30 miles north 
of Dublin. It must have been worked on for 
generations as there are an estimated 



200,000 tons of stone and earth used. It is 
250 feet in diameter and 40 feet high.The 
main passage is oriented to be illuminated 
by the winter solstice sunrise. Also nearby 
are two more large passage tombs, 
Knowth known for its Neolithic stone 
carving art, and Dowth that was severely 
damaged in the 1860’s when dynamite was 
used to open the structure. 
 
Recent DNA studies on bones found here 
uncovered a young man who was the 
product of incest. Speculation is that, like 
with the Egyptian Pharaohs, there were a 
special class of individuals in this society 
that were above the moral societal norms. 
 
Guided tours are available here. 

 



4. Drombeg stone circle is a Bronze Age 
monument probably built around 1500 BC. 
It is located near Glandore in County Cork. 
13 of the original 17 standing stones are 

still in place. It is also called The Druids 
Circle. There are over 20 standing stone 
circles in Ireland. 
 
 

5. Dun Aonghasa is a massive Iron Age 
fort on Inis Mor in the Aran Islands off the 



west coast of Ireland. It was built over 
many years from around 1000 to 500 BC. 
The fort has three walls of defense and 
backs up to a 330 foot cliff. It has been 
called the most magnificent prehistoric 
monument in Europe. 

 
This fort, although magnificent, seems to 
be very vulnerable to a siege as the 



defenders have no where to go and no 
where to get supplies. 
 

6. The Hill of Tara was the crowning place 
of over 150 Irish High Kings and consists of 
numerous Neolithic to Iron Age 
monuments. The oldest is The Mound of 
Hostages, a passage tomb built around 
3200BC and the latest is what is believed 
to be the location of the dwelling of 
Cormac Mac Airt, who reigned sometime 
between the second and third century AD. 

 
 One of the more interesting monuments is 
the Stone of Destiny, or Lia Fa’il, a  standing 
stone marking the spot of coronation. The 
stone was said to roar when a true King 
stood before it and last roared, according to 
legend, for Brian Boru, the first king of all 
Ireland, in 1002AD. The Hill of Tara is about 
25 miles North of Dublin. 



 

 
 

7. Clonmacnoise was founded in 544AD by 
Saint Ciaran as a monastery and over the 
next 700 years was a major religious site 
associated with the Kings of Connacht. It 
was largely abandoned in the 13th 
century. Today it consists of 9 ruined 
churches, a castle, two round towers, 
stone crosses and numerous burial slabs. 
Clonmacnoise is located on the Shannon 



River in central Ireland. Burials continued 
into the 1830’s and I spent a couple of 
hours in an unsuccessful search for 
family names. 

 
 
As you can see fro this sampling of ancient 
Irish sites you could spend years exploring. 
 
To me, the most interesting sites to explore 
are the Neolithic tombs. There are almost 



1400 of these tombs recorded. These can be 
divided in to 4 types. 230 Passage Tombs, the 
largest, 320 Court Tombs, like the one aI 
helped on,, 170 Portal Tombs like 
Poulnabrone, and 520 Wedge Tombs. The 
wedge tombs are the smallest, two vertical 
stones and a cap stone but usually 3 to 4 feet 
high and 10 to 12 square feet in area. 
 
Not much is known about the societal 
structure of the people but there must have 
been a definite hierarchy given the variety of 
tombs and the small part of the population 
that was buried in them. Research papers 
have also been written about a “cult of the 
dead” that probably existed between 3800 
and 3200BC when most these tombs were 
built. 
 
In 1998, while surfing the internet, I found 
Burren Archaeology. This was a company 
founded by a recent PhD from Cambridge 



University, an American. They were looking for 
individuals to help excavate a Neolithic court 
tomb and survey the site to document the Iron 
Age farmsteads that had been discovered 
earlier. The location was in Parknabinnia, on 
Roughan Hill, near Kilnaboy on the southern 
edge of the Burren in County Clare. The deal 
was, that for a fee, you got meals and lodging 
and worked on the project 5 days a week for 
two weeks, four sessions each Summer. No 
experience was needed.  
 
I ended up doing this for two weeks each 
summer during the four summers of the 
project, from 1998 through 2001. The working 
group was usually two archaeologists and 10 
volunteers, male and female, with an age 
range from 16 to 65. We stayed in a small 
town of Corofin, population less than 700 but 
with 7 pubs on the Main Street. 
 



We also had lectures some evenings from a 
local botanist, who explained that the flowers 
we saw really were wild orchids and a 
geologist who explained why fossils of ancient 
sea creatures were found in the limestone we 
would be moving. We even learned why 
Guinness stout was good for you, confirming 
my Grandmother’s claim that it was the 6th 
food group. 
 
The Burren, where are dig took place, is a 
karstic dome, limestone pushed up from under 
the sea millions of years ago, full of cracks and 
scrub vegetation. The site we were exploring 
could not be reached except by foot so our 
work was done by hand.  
 
The site looked like this before we began our 
excavation.  



 
 
We had to use levers and build hoisting 
devices to move the larger limestone slabs. I 
am in the white sweatshirt helping to move 
the largest slab. 



 
After removing the cairn slabs and stones we 
were ready to excavate. 

 
 



The earth was very shallow and the digging 
was with trowels and spoons. The area was 
divided into a grid and the larger  “finds” were 
identified by the grid. The soil was then sifted 
to recover small bits of pottery, bone, pieces 
of harder stone oused as scrapers and arrow 
heads. Altogether we found and cataloged 
almost 4000 items. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Here is an example of the drawings of artifacts 
we found. I found the lager half of the “barbell 
toggle” at the top. 
 



 

 
In addition to excavating the court tomb, the 
site was surveyed and existing walls were 



measured and sketched. Locations of previous 
walls were found and also mapped. Because 
the area was limestone the existing walls were 
set on what looked like a curb. The curb was 
formed when the adjacent unprotected 
limestone beneath the soil was slowly 
dissolving from the weather. The 
measurements we collected would be used to 
estimate when the walls were built. The curbs 
we found, that had no walls, would also be 
mapped and measurements used to further 
date when the site was inhabited. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
The two chambers of the tomb were 
excavated very carefully, no trowels, just 
spoons, knives and soft brushes.  

 
 



Once the top layer of soil was removed we 
saw a treasure trove of bones.  
 
 
 
 
 
Altogether bones of over 18 individuals, both 
adults and adolescents were identified. Some 
bones showed signs of cremation, some were 



buried partially articulated and some dis-
articulated. Because the soil conditions were 
extremely good finger and toe bones and even 
a hyoid bone, not found in other excavations,  
were recovered. 
 
The most interesting was the front of a skull 
with quite a few teeth. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
These bones were carbon dated to 3800 to 
3500 BC or nearly 6000 years ago. As I 
mentioned earlier, these bones contributed to 
the recent DNA studies identifying the people 
as Anatolian farmers. 
 
We did not find unbroken pottery, but the 
shards we found were decorated by scribing 
and appeared to be early beaker period where 
the vessels had a flattened bottom. The 
pottery shards were mostly found in the small 
forecourt and were not as old as the bones, 
maybe indicating that the tomb was used for 
rituals after the burials had stopped. 
 



This is the group from my second year. 2 
archaeologists, 4 college students, 2 school 
teachers, a nurse, a Long Beach, CA detective 
and a 2 semi-retired businessmen. 

 
 
Officially our court tomb is CL153. Quite a few 
scientific papers have been published by the 
archaeologists. Carleton Jones, the leader of 
the project became a professor at NUI Galway. 
 



Lastly, on my sibling trip to Ireland in 2001, we 
hired an archaeologist/historian to show us 
around Connemara, County Galway. During 
this tour we visited Omey Island where there 
was an early Christian church and burial 
ground. While on the beach, looking at a 
kitchen midden showing on the side of a cliff, 
one of my brothers-in-law found a piece of 
metal poking out of the sand. The 
archaeologist told us that the rules were to 
leave it and inform the National Museum. But, 
since the tide might cover it or wash it away, 
we would did it up. It has since been identified 
as a bronze Hiberno-Norse ringed pin about 
1000 years old, probably made in Dublin by 
Vikings. The carved ring still easily moved. The 
discovery caused a ripple of excitement 
because Viking artifacts were rare in the area 
but nothing more was found. 



 
 
 
My brother-in-law was awarded a 500 Euro 
finders fee and if exhibited at the National 
Museum he will be named as the finder. 
 
I hope you found this interesting and can see 
why I was so fascinated with ancient Ireland. 
 
 


