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Ringforts are enclosed settlements and date to between the
mid-3rd century AD to the mid-14th century AD, though the
majority of these were constructed between the early 7th century
and the end of the 10th century AD. They are also known as ráth,
caiseal, cathair or caher and dún in the early Irish sources. There is
some differentiation in the use of these terms: raths (ráth) were
made of earth; cashels (caiseal) and cahers (cathair) were built of
stone. The term caiseal is used in the west of Ireland and cathair in
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the southwest, although this is not always the case. A dún
specifically refers to a fortified site and is sometimes regarded as
evidence for a high status occupation. There is a difference in date
also, as some of the dúin, raths, cashels and cahers were
constructed at an earlier time than the ringforts. Over 45,000 have
been officially recorded from Ireland but it is likely that the real
numbers are much higher. Land clearance and development have
resulted in the destruction of many sites, although superstitious
belief has ensured that many have survived. Despite regional
variations in the density of ringforts, particularly in Leinster, where
there are comparatively few ringforts, they are generally a feature
common throughout the country, with an average density of just
over one ringfort per 2km2.
Ringforts are traditionally regarded as farmsteads and were,
in the caste system of the early medieval period, the home of a free
man and his family at the centre of a mixed agricultural economy,
which was dominated by cattle. They generally comprise a raised
area enclosed by a bank and outer fosse or ditch. In some cases, a
series of banks and ditches occur and these multi-vallate ringforts,
as they are known, are regarded as high status sites, the idea being
that the more elaborate the ringfort, the higher the status of the
occupant. They are usually circular, D-shaped or oval, with a single
entrance and are usually found on the summits of small hills or
rises, on the slopes of small hills or on slightly elevated land, where
they could keep in visual contact with their neighbours.
The typical ringfort would have enclosed one or more
simple houses with outbuildings, made from upright wooden posts
interlaced with wattle-and-daub panels. At night, the domestic
animals would have been herded into the enclosure through a gap
in the bank, which would have been closed by means of a simple
gate. In a cattle-dominated society, it is generally assumed that the
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purpose of the ringfort was to provide protection to a small
community and their livestock during cattle raids. They are
generally found in groups or clusters. The idea of ‘a visual territory’
has been put forward to explain this clustering, which proposes that
all ringforts in an area were occupied at the same time and if one
ringfort were attacked, relief would possibly come from a
neighbouring one. A good example of this can be seen in the cluster
of ringforts in the townlands of Ballynew, Garrylawrence,
Loughaunbrean, Taylorstown, Carrowmore East and Carrowmore
West. Although located across different townlands today, they are
situated quite close to each other.
In recent years, evidence suggests that not all ringforts
functioned as farmsteads, but rather as livestock enclosures or sites
of an industrial nature.

Souterrains
Many ringforts have one or more souterrains within the
structure. Souterrains are artificial, underground (or partly
underground) structures and it is generally thought that they were
used as an underground shelter if a ringfort was attacked. It is also
thought that simpler examples, without complex chambers and
defensive arrangements such as changes in level, were probably
also a secure place to store valuables and perishable foods such as
meat, butter or grain. However, not all ringforts have souterrains
and this may indicate that they were constructed by tribal
groupings engaged in struggles with neighbouring groups. No
souterrains have been recorded from the parish to date, although a
rectangular feature running N-S was recorded from the interior of
a univallate ringfort - or a ringfort with a single enclosing bank - in
Crossconnell townland), which may prove to be an example of the
type.
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Distribution
In terms of distribution, ringforts are found all over the
parish, with notable large concentrations in the townlands of
Chapelpark, Crossconnell Beg, Newtownkelly, Cappagh,
Ballynew, Garrylawrence, Loughaunbrean, Taylorstown, the
western part of Carrowmore West and a group of eight, including
two bi-vallate - or ringforts with two enclosing banks - examples in
Gortnahorna townland. Smaller, though equally important
concentrations are present in the southern part of Carrowmore
West, the southern part of Carrowmore East, Loughturk,
Sheepwalk, Gortmore, Lisheenavannoge and Liskelly. It is also no
surprise that the area of Somerset, Barnaboy, Coolbeg and
Crowsnest also seems to have been densely populated during the
early medieval times, given its importance during the preceding
prehistoric period, and a grouping of ringforts are also recorded
from here. There are also numerous examples of single or pairs of
ringforts, which may reflect smaller family groupings (e.g.
Carrowmore East). Most of the ringforts occupy higher ground,
notably Lisconnaire in the townland of Crowsnest. Extensive views
of the surrounding countryside can be seen from this monument,
as it is located on one of the highest points of land in the parish.
Large bi-vallate ringforts are found in Barnpark townland with an
entrance at east-southeast. This monument is located on the
summit of a ridge which runs more or less north–south on the
eastern side of the parish. Bi--vallate examples have also been
recorded from the summit of a ridge in Cappagh townland ; from
Carrowmore West and Carrowmore East, all of which had
entrances in the eastern sections of the enclosing banks. The
ringfort at Carrowmore East is a particularly large example, with an
overall diameter of 51m E-W. A multi-vallate example also
survives in Carrowmore West , with three sets of banks and ditches
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extant and an entrance in the east. Early Irish law tracts record that
the amount of banks and ditches which enclosed a homestead
reflected the status of the owner. The quantity of bi-vallate and
multi-vallate ringforts which lie in such close proximity to each
other reflects the tribal nature of medieval society.

Named forts
A number of forts have names associated with them, which
have survived into modern times. Sometimes these reflect family
names (Lisconnaire, Liskelly) and others reflect the immediate
environment- Lisheenavannoge, for example refers to the alders
(na bhfearnóg) which grew in the vicinity. Lisnadarragh in
Gortnamona townland was named after the oak trees The reason
why Lisbaun and Lisduff, both of which are to be found in the
townland of Somerset, were so-called is now lost. Lissaniska (the
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fort of the water; is likely to be named after its proximity to a water
source in Garrylawrence. Interestingly, it lies immediately
southwest of Loughaunbrean fort. Loughaunbrean is derived from
lochán bréan meaning ‘the putrid or polluted lake’. Lisheenclogh
in the townland of Somerset may reflect the material from which
the fort was constructed. Possible evidence for pagan custom may
be found in Lisnagrean (the fort of the sun).
There is much evidence in folklore which draws a
connection between these ringforts and the concept of other
worlds and they are particularly associated with the fairies.
Commonly known as ‘fairy forts’, it is well documented that this,
with associated superstitious beliefs, protected so many from
destruction in the past. It is unsurprising therefore, that many of
these forts were used in the past as burial places for unbaptized
children. A well-preserved ringfort, in Atticoffey West townland
reflects this association with these children and is named
'Liosnapastia'. A number of small unmarked stones in the interior
of the ringfort mark their graves. In east Galway, ringforts with the
prefix ‘caltragh’, usually denote the location of children’s burial
places. Caltraghgarraun, a large fort which straddles the townland
boundary between Somerset and Barnpark, is one such example.
Another, which lies on the boundary beween Coolbeg and
Barnpark, is known simply as ‘Caltragh’.

Conclusion
There are over 100 ringforts recorded from Clontuskert
parish, reflecting a considerable population, spanning a period of
approximately one thousand years. It is no surprise that a wealthy
monastic community grew up in the midst of this and enjoyed the
support and patronage of the local community.
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