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2. DISTRIBUTION 

(Maps, 1-4) 

While the distribution of megalithic tombs in Co. Clare is, as will appear, remark­
ably governed by environmental factors, the siting of individual tombs shows a great 
variety and no rule of selection of special positions is discernible. A few occur on hill­
tops, many on hill-sides and some in hollows. They occur singly and in groups of 
varying sizes. Despite notable concentrations such as those at Parknabinnia and 
Milltown there is nothing in the nature of a true cemetery arrangement. The wedge-
shaped gallery graves are the only class sufficiently numerous to present a detailed 
distributional pattern. The very dispersal of the sites suggests that this pattern 
represents settlement and, as will appear, this is significantly borne out by the corres­
pondence of dense concentrations to suitable land, suggesting intensive or prolonged 
occupation of favoured areas. 

REGIONS 

The distribution of the megalithic tombs may most conveniently be discussed by 
dividing the county into five main regions.1 (1) The highland Upper Limestone2 region 
of the north-west in the barony of Burren and the northern parts of Corcomroe and 
Inchiquin. (2) The Flagstone and Shale region covering the west and south-west of the 
county. (3) The Turlough region comprising a broad lake-studded belt of lowland lime­
stone country running northwards from the Fergus estuary across the county border 
into Galway. (4) The Lower Limestone zone fringing the Old Red Sandstone and 
Silurian hills of east Clare and dividing them into two by a low corridor extending 
eastwards to Lough Derg. (5) The Old Red Sandstone and Silurian hills of eastern 
Clare consisting of the Slieve Bernagh range in the south and the extension of the 
Slieve Aughty range in the north. 

Region 1. This region consists of a rocky plateau largely between 400 and 700 feet 
above sea-level, which falls sharply along its southern edge into the depression of the 
Inchiquin lakelands and from which chains of hills rising to 1,000 feet in height with 
narrow valleys between them stretch northwards towards the coast. The tops of these 
hills are broad and rounded but the sides fall sharply in a series of cliffs, especially 
towards the sea and along the eastern edge of the highlands at the Galway border. 
Save where the valleys widen towards the sea at Ballyvaghan and Bealaclugga the 
coastal strip is narrow. The hill ranges to the north are almost bare crag but on the 
plateau, though much bare crag is exposed, a very thin covering of peaty soil supports a 
surprisingly rich growth of grass and herbage. The valley bottoms and the hollows in 
the plateau are covered in light drift which provides meadow and some tillage land and 
supports some heavy trees, mostly ash. Hazel and thorn nourish throughout the 
plateau and along the valley sides. In the broader valley floors, furloughs—basins 
liable to frequent and prolonged flooding—cover considerable areas. Permanent lakes 
are few and overground rivers are practically absent and channels often run deep 
underground. Wells are common but many of them are liable to run dry during periods 
of drought. 

The main use of the land is for stock-raising. Cattle, sheep and goats—-the last often 
semi-wild—are kept in large numbers. The patches of driftland in the valleys are used 
for summer pasture, meadow and a little tillage. The vegetation on the extremely thin 
soil of the plateau provides winter grazing of considerable value and most of the land is 
grazed chiefly in this season when large herds are brought, often considerable distances, 
to the hill pastures. The cattle range high along the tops of the broad plateau ridges and 
all save milch cows and young calves can thrive outdoors on these pastures throughout 

1. For some descriptions of Clare see: Freeman: Ireland, Its Physical, Historical, Social and Economic Geography 
(London, 1950), 387-407. Praeger: The Way That I Went (Dublin, 1937), 222 fit. Charlesworth: The Geology of Ireland 
(Edinburgh, 1953)-

2. The geological divisions and terminology used are based on the one-inch Geological Maps as this is the most convenient 
and readily accessible system and is adequate for the present purpose. 
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the winter with no extra fodder. The winters are mild and frost and snow seldom occur. 
The drainage on the fissured crag is extremely good and the frequent ledges and cliff-faces 
provide shelter. Despite the deeply fissured nature of the rock, which makes the whole 
region difficult and somewhat hazardous to traverse, the cattle range over the land with 
surprising ease and though some losses are sustained through broken bones these are not 
unduly frequent. Cattle from the winterages of north-west Clare are reputed to be 
especially free from disease. 

The tombs of this region cluster thickly on the plateau. They are absent on the 
bare rugged mountains towards the coast. They are virtually absent from the drift 
areas. The three examples, Eantybeg South (CI. 29), Moheramoylan (CI. 30) and 
Rannagh East (CI. 41), which occur within the areas of drift as shown on the geological 
maps, are scarcely significant as exceptions. Eantybeg South (CI. 29) is, in fact, on the 
very edge of the crag and Moheramoylan (CI. 30), though itself on light drift, lies within 
200 yards of the craglands, while at Rannagh East (CI. 41) the crag outcrops frequently 
through the drift which covers the area in which the site lies. The destroyed tomb at 
Cahermacrusheen (App. No. 1) lay on light sandy pasture land near the coast. 

The dense concentration of tombs ends abruptly at the edge of the shale and 
flagstone lands. Their absence on the slopes of Slieve Elva and on the patch of drift and 
bog-covered flagstone south of the Corkscrew Hill, isolated within the upper limestone 
region, is remarkably clear. The tombs surround these areas but do not encroach on 
them. The tomb builders availed of the little plateau of the Ballynahown district 
(6 inch sheet 4) which reproduces in miniature the conditions of the central plateau. 

It is abundantly clear that in the whole north-western upper limestone highland 
region the tombs correspond very exactly with the presence of what is now good winter-
age land. In fact the general rule is the better the winterage the greater the concentra­
tion of sites. However, the precise reasons for such concentration can be properly 
assessed only if conditions of soil and climate obtaining in the region in megalithic times 
can be determined. 

It has been claimed that the flora indicates that the craglands of the Burren 
region were at one time covered in bog1 but, of course, this may have been denuded 
long before megalithic times. The archaeological remains themselves provide some 
indications that the soil covering on the plateau craglands was light at the time of the 
tomb builders. Not only does the level of the chambers suggest little if any change in 
ground-level since that period but the cairns, both those of the megalithic tombs and 
those of non-megalithic type, seem to rest almost directly on the crag. Poulawack 
cairn,2 a monument which must date to a period not far removed if at all from that of 
the megaliths, was built directly on the rock. As far as this evidence goes it clearly 
suggests that, even if the soil were somewhat deeper on the plateau craglands, it could 
scarcely have been sufficiently so, seriously to alter the character of the land. On the 
exposed hill-sides towards the coast and along much of the eastern edge of the highlands 
even a thin covering would alter the land considerably but it scarcely seems likely that, 
granting a thin cover only on the more sheltered craglands in megalithic times, any 
appreciable cover could survive on the steeper unprotected slopes. 

Within the limestone area, then, soil conditions to-day probably act as a reasonably 
good guide to those obtaining in megalithic times. It is likely that some forest existed 
on the drift. The modern tree population of the Ballyvaghan district noted by Praeger3 

bears a close resemblance to that quoted by Fox for the limestone hills in Britain4 such 
as the Mendips with ash, hazel, hawthorn as the principal trees.5 Such a forest did not 
prove an unsurmountable obstacle to neolithic and later settlement elsewhere.6 However, 
with attractive more open pastures nearby extensive clearance of the driftlands may 

1. Praeger: The Way That I Went (Dublin, 1937). 225-
2. J.R.S.A.I., LXV (1935), 191-222. If the sherd of pottery is in fact beaker this would correspond to the beaker 

complex characteristic of the wedge-shaped tombs (see below, p. 114). 
3. The Botanist in Ireland (Dublin, 1934), 349. 
4. The Personality of Britain (Cardiff, 1943), 55 ff-
5. The charcoal from Cahercommaun (R.S.A.I., Ext ra Volume for 1938, 76) shows a similar dominance for the ninth 

century A.D. 
6. Clark: Prehistoric Europe: the Economic Basis (London, 1952), 91 ff. 
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not have been necessary for the tomb builders, though some use of these lands for 
whatever tillage they may have undertaken would seem, on general grounds, probable. 

Hazel and thorn nourish to-day on the plateau craglands and, in places on the 
slopes and in the valleys, can be well nigh impenetrable. Grazing animals, particularly 
the goat, help to keep them in check. However, it does not seem likely that really dense 
hazel and thorn, even if unchecked by man and his beasts, would completely blanket 
the region and the broad tops of the ridges would probably provide extensive relatively 
clear pastures. Whatever clearance was necessary would be comparatively light. The 
presence of the hazel and thorn in an area where heavy timber for fuel and other pui*-
poses must have been very restricted, may well have ranked as an attraction rather than 
a deterrent and the hazel nuts and fruits of the thorns were doubtless appreciated. 

Climatic changes could radically alter conditions on the plateau craglands. Greater 
severity of winters would reduce the principal asset of winter grazing. Drought could 
even have a more disastrous effect and to-day can cause grave inconvenience, though the 
use of the pastures largely for winterage naturally reduces the problem of summer 
drought. It can be suggested on the basis of the occurrence of the tombs themselves 
that, whatever the nature of the climate at the time of their building may have been, it 
was probably not much drier or colder than in modern times. 

Region 2. The land in this region differs radically from that on the limestones. 
Praeger1 describes the area near Lisdoonvarna in the following terms: "The shales 
produce as usual a heavy, wet soil; and treeless tracts of marshy, moory pasture and 
bog extend." In general the soil of West Clare tends to be wet and heavy and even 
Slievecallan (1,282 ft.) and the surrounding uplands are poorly drained. Cattle from this 
area compare unfavourably with those from the limestones. 

In the whole region—comprising not much less than half of the entire county—only 
seven megalithic tombs are known. None of these sites except Calluragh South (CI. 50) 
occur on the shale and all avoid the drift. Carncreagh (CI. 52), Knockalassa (CI. 76) and 
Drumanure (CI. 72) are certainly wedge-shaped galleries while Leckaun (CI. yy), Glen-
more (CI. 53) and Illaun (CI. 51) are probably also to be taken as of this class. Four of 
them lie along the highlands which surround Slievecallan at heights ranging from 
200 to 800 feet above sea-level. The other two lie on the flagstone uplands 300 to 400 ft. 
above sea-level about three miles from the edge of the limestones of Region 1. Calluragh 
South (CI. 50) near the coast at Lehinch at 100 ft. above sea-level is not certainly 
classifiable, but is probably best considered as belonging to a different tradition. 

Conditions on the shales and flagstones in megalithic times are difficult to assess as 
bog growth must have to some extent affected the vegetation. However, it seems likely 
that much of the land would have been ill-drained. Some areas at least would support 
forest growth but the real deterrent to settlement by megalithic builders was probably 
the contrast of the heavy wet land with the light well-drained pastures of the limestone 
plateau available to the north. The sparsity of megalithic tombs in the whole region 
compared with their density on the limestone plateau corresponds to a similar relative 
scarcity of archaeological monuments of other types. It corresponds, likewise, to the 
sparsity of tombs in the extensive shale and flagstone region beyond the Shannon in 
Limerick, Kerry and Cork. 

Region 3. The furlough region is an area of low-lying upper limestone country 
studded with many lakes and areas, liable to sudden and prolonged flooding, known as 
furloughs. Large areas of exposed fissured crag occur and there are considerable 
expanses of bog, alluvium and drift. 

Four tombs are recorded for the whole of this extensive region all in the north in 
the Barony of Inchiquin. Moyree Commons (CI. 71) is a portal dolmen; Toormore 
(CI. 73) is quite unclassifiable; Kilcurrish (CI. 74) is a wedge-shaped gallery and Kil-
currish (CI. 75), while unclassified, most probably belongs to this type. By comparison 
therefore with the 'plateau craglands of Region 1 the wedge-shaped galleries are very 
poorly represented in the furlough region. It is to be noted that the sites at Kilcurrish 

1. The Botanist in Ireland, 345. See also: The Way That I Went, 228. cf. Fox: The Personality of Britain, 54. 
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lie on a prominent ridge rising above the drift. Moyree Commons (CI. 71) is also clear of 
the drift lands, though Toormore (CI. J3) lies well within a drift area. 

The absence of tombs in the whole Fergus estuary district, which is largely alluvial 
soil, is noteworthy. Two tombs, Ballyhickey (CI. 87) and Knopoge (CI. 88), lie near the 
edge of the furlough belt, but these seem to belong rather to the group on the lower 
limestones discussed under Region 4. 

It is clear that the area as a whole is not favourable for the megalithic tomb-
builders. Patches of well-drained cragland occur but these are set among a maze of lakes, 
bog, alluvium and drift, and large areas liable to floods. Continuous forest would not 
have existed in much of the region but, unless drier climatic conditions prevailed than 
those obtaining at present, land suitable for habitation by megalithic settlers would be 
limited and circumscribed. 

Region 4. This region of lower limestone forms a fringe from two to five miles wide 
around the sandstone and silurian heights of east Clare. There are nineteen extant 
megalithic tombs in the area. One, Clogher (CI. 103), is a portal dolmen. Four are 
unclassified. Of these Tyredagh Upper (CI. 97) is probably a court cairn and Rylane 
(CI. 84) may not be a wedge-shaped gallery; the others, Toonagh (CI. 86) and Knockmael 
(CI. 78), could be the remnants of wedge-shaped galleries. A concentration of tombs 
now represented by one specimen existed in Milltown townland. The extant site, 
Milltown (CI. 101), is a wedge-shaped gallery and some at least of the destroyed sites 
seem also to have belonged to this class. 

Little of this region lies over 200 feet above sea-level. Most of it is at heights 
between 100 and 200 feet, though a considerable portion towards the Shannon is below 
100 feet. Large areas of drift occur. In general, the tombs avoid the drift though six 
sites he upon it. The tombs definitely concentrate on the Milltown district where, 
including the now destroyed sites, a local density approaching that in the favoured 
northern district of Region 1 is found. The land in this locality is thin and the underly­
ing rock is bare in many places. Hazel clumps are frequent. The thin soil provides well-
drained pasture which would have, to a considerable extent, advantages comparable to 
those on the cragland pastures of Region 1. 

Throughout this region almost all the tombs lie above 100 feet. The sparsity of 
sites below 100 feet is probably related to drainage and the occurrence of drift. The 
notable absence of tombs in the corridor to Lough Derg running between the two 
sandstone and silurian masses is probably related to the presence of so much bog and 
alluvium in this area. Similar factors explain the absence of sites on the low alluvial 
soils below 100 feet along the Shannon and Fergus. 

The tombs concentrate on lighter pastures. Some, however, encroach on drift soil 
suitable for meadow and even tillage. These drift areas would doubtless have carried 
some forest. Some clearance by the megalith builders seems, on the whole, likely but 
the preference for the thinner soils suitable for pastures is still clearly evidenced. 

Region 5. This region comprises the two areas of old red sandstone and silurian 
highlands in eastern Clare, the Slieve Bernagh range in the south and the extension of 
the Slieve Aughty range in the north. The corridor of lower limestone included in 
Region 4 divides these areas from each other. 

In the northern area seven sites are known. All are wedge-shaped galleries. All lie 
on the silurian and all save Corbehagh (CI. 91) which stands at about 475 feet, are 
between 700 feet and 900 feet above sea-level. In the southern area fourteen sites are 
recorded. All again belong to the wedge-shaped class and all save four lie on the 
silurian. Of these four Ballinphunta (CI. 90) lies near the edge of the lower limestone 
while the three others, Bealkelly (Purdon) (CI. 106), Cloghoolia (CI. 117) and Formoyle 
More (CI. 115) closely adjoin the junction of the silurian and the old red sandstone. 
All the tombs save Ballinphunta (CI. 90) at 50-100 feet and Ardataggle (CI. 118) at about 
325 feet lie between 500 and 900 feet above sea-level. 

All the tombs in the whole region avoid the drift. In general they he on upland 
pasture. Seven of the total of twenty-one lie on boggy mountain. A few, e.g., Clogh­
oolia (CI. 117) and Ballinphunta (CI. 90), lie on rather better pasture land. 
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It is likely that the valleys, with their drift, would have been heavily wooded. 
It is not easy to define the tree limit but it does seem probable that the upper hill slopes 
where the tombs stand would have been relatively open. On general grounds it is to be 
expected that much of the bog which covers large areas on the hills is subsequent to 
megalithic times and hence conditions around the bogland sites have probably altered. 
The general pattern seems clearly to relate to upland pastures and a lesser peat cover 
on the higher slopes would probably have improved conditions in the vicinity of the 
sites which now lie embedded in the peat. 

PATTERN OF DISTRIBUTION OF WEDGE-SHAPED GALLERY GRAVES 
IN RELATION TO SETTLEMENT 

Before the general inferences to be drawn from the distribution can be summarized, 
the question as to how far destruction of sites or concealment of tombs by bog-growth 
influences the picture must be referred to. In Co. Clare destruction during the nineteenth 
century, though heavy in one or two localities, notably at Milltown in the Barony of 
Tulla Upper, does not, in general, appear to have been severe to judge from Westropp's 
accounts and earlier sources. Certainly in this century few instances of sites noted by 
Westropp and since destroyed are recorded. The crucial question concerns the possi­
bility of removal from the drift-covered regions, for the paucity of sites there could be 
argued to be the result of land clearance for cultivation. However, the thorough 
operation that this would imply in many districts, itself makes the explanation unlikely. 
From the accounts beginning in the early nineteenth century there is little to support it 
and there is no record of the removal of a proven megalithic tomb from such an area. 
Widespread land clearance does not seem probable in a county that does not appear 
ever to have been extensively or intensively tilled. In the vast areas covered by the 
west Clare shale and flagstone region, the bare slopes of the limestone coastal ranges, 
and the turlough region, clearance would seem pointless. Especially when a correspond­
ing absence of tombs is found in the wide shale and flagstone region south of the Shannon, 
the sparsity in such regions can be taken with confidence as original. The preservation 
on the limestone plateau of so many tombs would seem inexplicable if wholesale removal 
had occurred on land where destruction for agricultural purposes would be equally 
unprofitable. 

Taken as a whole the very coincidence of tombs with areas of open pasture itself 
argues in favour of acceptance of the general pattern as fairly representing the original 
state of affairs. While it might be wise to allow for a greater tendency to removal on the 
more arable areas, since partial destruction is relatively more common in the meadow 
lands, it seems that such destruction as may have taken place on the drift land could 
scarcely alter the general preference for open pasture which the sites recorded so clearly 
show. 

Tombs could lie buried beneath the bogs of west Clare and those on the eastern hills. 
However, much of the bog cover is relatively thin and the known sites are not very 
deeply embedded in it. In the east such concealment would, in any case, merely add to 
a reasonable density already known. For the west, while the possibility must remain 
open, so much of peat-free area lies blank that the probability of any considerable 
number of sites concealed by bog-growth must be considered very remote. 

It seems, then, that the present survey can be relied on to give a fair picture of the 
original pattern of tombs.1 Indeed when all the factors are taken into account it would 
seem to yield a degree of representation not often possible. In the case of the wedge-
shaped class their high densities coincident with especially favourable open pastures 
allow it to be treated with confidence as portraying a settlement pattern. While no 
habitation sites of the builders have yet come to light, the lack of special siting and of 
cemetery arrangement suggests a direct relation of such sites to the tombs. It is not a 
question of specially selected burial grounds distinct from the areas of habitation as 
seems likely, for instance, in the case of passage-graves. 

I. The degree to which the search of the area can be claimed to approach completeness is referred to above (p. xv.). 
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PORTAL DOLMENS AND COURT CAIRNS 

The occurrence of tombs of the portal dolmen and court cairn classes have been 
noted in the discussion of the distribution of the wedge-shaped tombs. These classes 
are too poorly represented to allow any detailed inferences to be drawn. The examples 
lie scattered among the wedge-shaped groups. With the exception of Calluragh South 
(CI. 50) they are confined to limestone land. Like the wedge-shaped tombs they avoid 
the drift. Their main interest lies in the question of their place in the Irish series of 
court cairns and portal dolmens. This is discussed in the next section. 

3. THE PLACE OF THE MEGALITHIC TOMBS OF CO. CLARE 
IN THE IRISH SERIES 

WEDGE-SHAPED GALLERY GRAVES 

Distributional Factors 
In tracing relationships of the Clare wedge-shaped tombs outside the county it is 

at once apparent that very close correspondences exist between those on the east Clare 
highlands and those on the answering sandstone and Silurian uplands in Tipperary.1 

Links through Limerick2 and North Cork3 connect with the heavy concentrations in 
west Cork.4 Sites towards the coast in west Cork and Kerry5 bring the distribution to 
the extreme south-west of Ireland. 

While further detailed survey is required, especially in Cos. Cork and Kerry, before 
a distribution of comparable reliability with that now available for Co. Clare can be 
obtained, it is already clear that the factors of soil and environment observed in Clare 
will prove applicable to west Munster in general. The paucity of sites on the wide 
shale and flagstone areas of west Limerick, north Kerry and extending into north Cork 
is already clear. The distribution follows highland pastures on the sandstones and 
thinly covered limestone regions such as Lough Gur and the vicinity of Labbacallee. 
The richer heavier lands of the great river valleys and the Golden Vale are at least in 
great measure devoid of tombs, while the wilder uplands such as the rugged Kerry 
mountains seem not unnaturally to have proved unsuitable. The emphasis on open 
pasture land, with whatever requirement of tillage land the builders may have had 
being definitely of secondary importance, is clear throughout. Allowing for the require­
ment of open pasture the Munster group as a whole forms a well integrated unity. 

Connections northwards with tombs in Galway,6 including the Aran Islands,7 are 
traceable. East of the Shannon there is but slight evidence8 for a northwards extension 
from the Munster group. Beyond Galway a relatively sparse occurrence of tombs in 
Roscommon,9 Leitrim10 and east Mayo11 on the one hand, and on the west Mayo12 coast 
on the other, may well mark the links with the heavier concentrations in Sligo, though 

1. Crawford, H. S.: J.R.S.A.I., XL (1910), 38-51. 
2. Lynch: L.F.C., I I , No. 8 (1904), 282-284; II , No. 10 (1906), 54-57; I I I , No. 11 (1907), 127-133. N.M.A.J., I (1909), 

30-35. "Windele: P.R.I.A., X X X (1912), 283-306. O'Kelly: N.M.A.J., I I I (1942), 75-97, 169-184, 222-245; IV (1944), 16-53. 
3. Leask and Price: P.R.I.A., X L I I I (1936), 77-101. Brash: J.R.S.A.I., I I (1853), 272-273. 
4. Condon: J.R.S.A.I., XLVI (1916), 58-76, 136-162; XLVII (1917), 153-164; XLVII I (1918), 121-139. Har tne t t : 

J.C.H.A.S., XLV (1940), 71-78. 
5. e.g., Caherlehillan and Gortnagulla. Lynch: J.R.S.A.I., X X X V I (1906), 277-281. 
6. e.g., Ballynastaig, J.R.S.A.I., X X X I V (1904), 217 and Derrycallan North, O.S. Galway 6"Sheet 129, 7-3 cm. from 

left, 8-4 cm. from bottom. 
7. The Dolmens of Ireland, I, 108-109. 
8. Perhaps the "Asses Manger" in Laois. The Dolmens of Ireland, I I , 374. Raftery: Prehistoric Ireland (Batsford, 

1951). 87-
9. e.g., Fuerty, The Dolmens of Ireland, I, 198. 

10. e.g., Sunnagh More, O.S. Leitrim, 6" Sheet 33, 49-1 cm. from left, 28-9 cm. from bottom. 
11. e.g., At Greenwood, f.R.S.A.I., XXVII I (1898), 405; Feamore (now destroyed) and Lisduff, J.R.S.A.I., X X X V I I 

(1907), 118. 

12. e.g., Srahwee, J.R.S.A.I., X X I X (1899), 63-64 and Castlehill, O.S. Mayo 6" Sheet 44, 12-1 cm. from left, 16-7 cm. 
from bottom. 
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of course, direct connections leaving little or no intervening stations are always possible. 
From Sligo across all the nine Ulster counties save Down and Armagh wedge-shaped 
tombs occur in considerable numbers. Tombs along the east of Ireland1 in Louth, Dublin, 
Wicklow, Kilkenny, represent a thin diffusion which distributionaUy and in details of 
morphology suggests connection with the series which extend across Ulster. 

The whole Irish series, estimated at about 400 specimens, are undoubtedly the 
most numerous and widely dispersed megalithic tomb type in Ireland. The central plain 
area tends to divide the distribution in the midlands. It is on distributional grounds 
probable that the group south and west of the central plain spread from entry areas in 
west Cork and Kerry where sites which seem to look to the coast occur. The exact 
connection between the tombs north of the plain and those to the south remains to be 
determined in detail. On the whole the most likely explanation is simply an expansion 
from the Munster region. 

Date and Culture Context 

In the absence of excavation and even of finds from the megalithic tombs of 
Co. Clare direct evidence for date and grave-goods is lacking. However, the evidence 
from wedge-shaped galleries elsewhere in Ireland enables deductions to be drawn. 

Published accounts of excavations undertaken since 1932 are available for twelve 
examples— Labbacallee2 and Island,3 Co. Cork; Lough Gur,4 Co. Limerick; Loughash 
(Giant's Grave),5 Loughash (Cashelbane),6 Clogherny,7 Co. Tyrone; Kilhoyle8 andBoviel 
(Cloghnagalla) ,B Largantea,10 Co. Derry; Ballyedmonduff11 and Kilmashogue,12 Co. Dublin; 
Moylisha,13 Co. Wicklow. The report of the fine wedge-shaped tomb at Baurnadomeeny, 
excavated in 1959, is not to hand at the time of writing, but Professor M. J. O'Kelly has 
generously provided us with full information on his findings in advance of his own 
publication. Another site—Corracloona,14 Co. Leitrim—should probably also be con­
sidered in the context of the wedge-shaped galleries but in view of certain peculiarities 
in its structure discussion must be deferred until the excavation report is available. 
Neolithic pottery and flints at present in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, have been 
attributed to Antrim tombs but considerable uncertainty seems to exist as to the 
exact provenance. Some of these finds have been attributed to graves at Dunteige and 
Goakstown and in the discussion of the grave-goods from wedge-shaped galleries some 
prominence has been given to them.15 The Dunteige site in question, which must be 
distinguished from the wedge-shaped gallery in the same townland, is very probably a 
court cairn. It remains possible that some of the finds did come from wedge-shaped 
tombs but a complete re-examination of the question of the Ashmolean material is 
necessary before any valid conclusions can be drawn. The neolithic finds from " Tam-
neybrake "16 in the Grainger collection in the Belfast Museum can scarcely be discussed 
unless the exact provenance and the tomb type involved can be more fully established. 
Lastly, the beaker attributed very uncertainly to the wedge-shaped tomb in the Dingle 
Peninsula17 must be treated with caution. 

1. J.R.S.A.I., L X X I (1941). 9-26. 
2. P.R.I.A., X L I I I (1936), 77-101. 
3. J.R.S.A.L, L X X X V I I I (1958), 1-23. 
4. J.R.S.A.L, L X X X V (1955), 34"5°-
5. U.J.A., I I (1939), 254-268. 
6. J.R.S.A.L, L X X (1940), 143-163. 
7. U.J.A., I I (1939), 36-4°-
8. P.B.N.H.P.S., (1937-38), 34-48-
9. U.J.A., I l l (1940). 41-55-
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16. U.J.A., I l l (1940), 51, 55-
17. P.P.S., X I I (1946), 153-
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Of the thirteen excavated sites from which evidence is available no primary pottery 
is reported from Island, Kilmashogue and Clogherny. It is not always possible to be 
certain how much of the pottery from the other ten sites is to be considered as secondary 
but the evidence taken as a whole clearly indicates that beaker and varieties of coarse 
ware, and also occasionally food-vessel occur as primary. Urn, while demonstrably 
secondary, as is food-vessel, at Kilmashogue, may be primary in a few cases. 

Beaker and coarse ware form the bulk of the pottery represented. At five sites: 
Lough Gur, Largantea, Loughash (Giant's Grave), Loughash (Cashelbane) and Bally-
edmonduff—beaker is the dominant ware present. Some of the pottery at Kilhoyle may 
also be beaker or at least may have close affinities with this ware but a re-examination 
of the finds themselves is required before certainty is possible. At the other four sites 
pottery finds were relatively scant. At Labbacallee the sherds of thin decorated pottery1 

while not acceptable as proven beaker may well be related to such wares. At Boviel the 
sherds of fine ware, some bearing decoration, are unclassifiable at least in illustration. 
Moylisha had varieties of coarse ware only. At Baurnadomeeny the main chamber had 
been almost completely dug out some forty years ago but one small thin sherd of fine 
ware was discovered in the spoil from it. Professor O'Kelly informs us that this sherd 
is too featureless to permit classification but that it does not appear to be of beaker type. 
The rest of the pottery from the site is coarse ware, some from the cairn base similar to 
Knockadoon Class II pottery and some coarse sherds of rather different character 
associated with a cremation in the portico. Both varieties are to be considered primary. 
Coarse ware is also present in all the excavated sites save Boviel and apparently Lough­
ash (Giant's Grave). 

Food-vessel is well represented at Kilhoyle and Loughash (Cashelbane) and occurs 
at Largantea, Lough Gur and Labbacallee as a few sherds only. Urn is reported from 
Loughash (Giant's Grave), Kilhoyle and Lough Gur. 

Western neolithic wares are ill represented. A few rimsherds from Lough Gur2 seem 
fairly certainly of this type. Some of the Boviel pottery could belong to neolithic 
contexts and at several sites3 sherds which fall into no clearly defined classes may 
belong to a neolithic tradition. Such " miscellaneous " wares, both in the tombs and 
other sites,4 require much further detailed study before any reliable conclusions can 
be drawn from them. Even, however, if the unclassified material were accepted as 
neolithic the amount represented in the wedge-shaped galleries would remain slight. 

Among the flints the barbed and tanged arrowheads are most instructive. Examples 
occur at Loughash (Cashelbane), Kilhoyle and Boviel. Half a broken barbed arrowhead 
was found at Clogherny but whether this is a barbed and tanged specimen is not clear 
from the report. These arrowheads, of course, are at home in a beaker context. 

Metal is represented in the tombs by a palstave mould, a fragment of a bronze blade 
and a copper ring from Loughash (Giant's Grave), a fragment of bronze and a bone 
dagger mount from Largantea and the mould for a looped-spearhead from Moylisha. 
These may well all belong to the period of building and use of the tombs. The fragment 
of a mould for a spearhead, probably of leaf-shaped type, at Lough Gur is considered by 
the excavators to be secondary. 

On the basis of the pottery supported by the arrowheads there is little doubt that a 
beaker-using tradition is strong, indeed dominant, in the Irish wedge-shaped tombs. 
Coarse ware accompanying beaker is to be expected in view of the association of these 
wares at Knockadoon5 and Grange Stone Circle.6 Similar coarse ware is also regularly 
found in Ireland with primary neolithic pottery in contexts where beaker is absent, in 
the Court Cairns, Lyles Hill and Lough Gur, and so far at least it seems impossible to use 
it as representing any clearly defined horizon. 

To speak of the tombs as within a beaker-using context does not, of course, imply 
the presence of a beaker-folk culture, even if such a concept were acceptable. Neither 

i. P.R.I.A., X L I I I (1936). 84, 85 (Fig. 6), 90. 
2. J.U.S.A.I., L X X X V (1955). 39-
3. e.g., Ballyedmonduff, P.R.I.A., LV (1952), 7<5-77-
4. P.R.I.A., LIV (1951). 62 ff. 
5. P.R.I.A., LVI (1954). 297-459-
6. P.R.I.A., LIV (1951). 37-74-
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does it enable us to assign the tombs to the earliest incipient phase of the Bronze Age. 
The beaker of the tombs is, in general, degenerate and the presence of food-vessel and 
probably urn, together with evidence for bronze, leaves little doubt that at least for a 
considerable part of the range of the wedge-shaped tombs the great Early Bronze Age 
with its non-megalithic food-vessel, and even urn, burials, was already flourishing. 
The moulds for the palstave and the looped-spearhead suggest the continuance of the 
building and use of the tombs into a more advanced stage of the Bronze Age. The 
occurrence of urn need not, of course, imply a Late Bronze Age date. Indeed its frequent 
association with food-vessels in burial complexes and the evidence implicit in the urns 
of enlarged food-vessel form suggest a considerable degree of contemporary use. 

Absolute dating is still very uncertain. However, it is not rash to suggest a date 
probably straddling the middle of the second millenium B.C. The wedge-shaped 
galleries probably represent the last of the great megalithic movements into Ireland. 
Each of the great traditions, Court Cairns, Passage Graves and Wedge-shaped Galleries 
must have lasted a considerable period and some overlapping is very probable. Sub­
groups of one or other tradition can, of course, have arrived separately and the possibility 
for instance, that the little Tramore group of passage graves came after the wedge-shaped 
galleries were established cannot be discounted. 

Origin and Foreign Relationships 
Tombs of the wedge-shaped class do not appear to be recorded in Britain.1 In 

north-west France, in the Brittany region, tombs which provide excellent prototypes 
are well represented. In the allee couverte2 of this region small ante-chambers are a 
commonplace feature and outer-walling is found in some cases though the sites are 
normally almost completely denuded of cairn. Information on the important question 
of orientation is insufficient as yet to permit comparison with the Irish series. The grave 
goods also require examination but beaker and coarse bucket-shaped pots are present. 
The contrast between the scattered widespread distribution of the allee couverte and 
the cemetery concentrations of the passage graves in Brittany corresponds very closely 
to the distinction between the distributional pattern of the wedge-shaped galleries and 
that of the passage graves in Ireland. 

COURT CAIRNS AND PORTAL DOLMENS 

The court cairns are quite securely assigned to a neolithic context. Shanbally-
edmond,3 Co. Tipperary, which is close distributionally and morphologically to Bally-
ganner North (CI. 34), shows in its grave-goods the normal neolithic tradition despite its 
peripheral position in relation to the main distribution region of the court cairns. This 
leaves the assignment of the Clare example to the same neolithic tradition reasonably 
secure. If the other sites, Tyredagh Upper (CI. 97) and Calluragh South (CI. 50), are 
also court cairns the same conclusion can be drawn for them. The actual date of the 
intrusion of the court cairn into Clare need not, however, necessarily pre-date the 
arrival of the wedge-shaped tombs in the area. 

The portal dolmen is rare in Munster save in Co. Waterford. The Clare examples 
are peripheral to the main distribution. Typologically, the portal dolmen is akin to and 
probably derivative from the court cairn.4 The finds are yet inadequate but the occur­
rence of hollow-scrapers and some pottery with neolithic, including Beacharra, affinities 
support the connection. As in the case of the court cairns the Clare examples seem to 
represent a comparatively feeble intrusion and a date more or less contemporary with 
the wedge would not be impossible. 

The absence of the other great Irish megalithic series—the passage graves—should 
be referred to. Round hill-top cairns occur and, while some demonstrably are not 

1. Daniel would consider Bedd yr Afanc (Bryn Berian) to be derived from Irish wedge-shaped gallery graves (Prehistoric 
Chamber Tombs of England and Wales (Cambridge, 1950), 154, bu t this is doubtful. 

2. Giot: Menhirs et Dolmens, Monuments Megalithiques de Bretagne (Chateaulin (Finistere) 1957), 2 3-
3. J.C.H.A.S., L X I I I (1958), 37-72. 
4. P.R.I.A., L X (i960), 64-71. 
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passage graves, the possibility that others may conceal chambers of this type cannot be 
entirely discounted. However, there is no clear indication of a cemetery arrangement 
typical of passage graves and Co. Clare is certainly outside the main ambit of the type. 

ECONOMY OF THE TOMB BUILDERS 

In general, then, the wedge-shaped galleries which form the great majority of the 
megalithic tombs of Co. Clare can fairly be taken to represent an intensive occupation 
of the more favoured districts by people who be onged to a widespread and numerous 
beaker-using community ultimately connected with north-western France. The inference 
to be drawn from the distribution that the dominant factor in the economy of the 
tomb-builders in Clare was pasturage, is clear. On general grounds, cattle would appear 
to have been the principal stock, though sheep and goats could also have played an 
important role.1 The availability of all-the-year round grazing, at least on the 
winterage lands of the northern limestone plateau, would be a valuable asset and would 
relieve the difficulty of the maintenance of herds over the winter in the absence of 
adequate fodder and shelter.2 It is doubtless this advantage which to a great extent 
accounts for the phenomenal density of sites on the north-western plateau. The 
distribution of the wedge-shaped galleries in Clare and indeed in general in Ireland, 
suggests that tillage was of lesser account and that the communities they represent 
were even more dependent on pasturage than were their neolithic predecessors.3 

1. The figures for recent years cited by Freeman: Ireland, Its Physical, Historical, Social and Economic Geography, 398, 
which show a relatively lesser emphasis on cattle than on sheep for the Burren area do not specifically refer to the winter 
pastures and this feature of the economy of the region is not considered. 

2. Clark: Prehistoric Europe: the Economic Basis, 124 ff. 
3 . cf. Childe's remarks on the economy of beaker times: Prehistoric Communities of the British Isles (1949), 98. 










