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What is riverine archaeology and why is it important?

Archaeologicalsites(and to someextent objects)in and adjacentto rivers
all reflect the need for, and use of water as a resource for domestic,
agricultural, industrial and spiritual purposes. The types of heritage sites
occurringwithin riverineareasinclude:

ÁSitesof communicationand travel - fords, ferries, bridges,boats [and
sometimes their cargoes if lost in transit], harbours, jetties, quays,
moorings,canalsandnavigations.

ÁSettlementsitesand associatedartefacts (for example,dumpedrubbish,
casuallossesanderodedmaterial),of anyperiod.

ÁFishingand fowling sites(andassociatedequipment),suchasfish-traps.

ÁMill sites(andassociatedweirs,pondsandraces).

ÁBattle sitesvery often occurat or by river fording placesas they are key
strategicplacesin the landscapeto holdanddefend.

ÁRitualsitesςrivershaveservedasfoci for cult practiceandritual.

This extremely wide coverage makes this collection of site-types a balanced and very valuable sample of 
the full range of cultural heritage sites in Ireland.
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Preservationpotential

Another most important aspectof riverine archaeologicalsites is the degreeof preservationthat the presenceof water affords.
Textile,wood and leather,which rarelysurviveon terrestrial sitesandmuchenvironmentalevidence(seeds,insects,wood, organic
sediments)for both the immediatesite environsandthe wider site catchmentzonemaybe preservedin waterloggedconditionsin-
channelandon sitesnearrivers,survivingin palaeochannels, backswampareas,peatsandmiresand/or on palaeolandsurfaces.

The presence of such artefactsand ecofacts, potentially available nowhere else, also makes these sites 
extremely valuable. 
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A logboat being recoveredfrom the River Shannonby archaeologistsfor
recording(Photo: Dr. AidanhΩ{ǳƭƭƛǾŀƴύ



Alluvial Archaeology; an unexplored potential?

Afurther reasonthat suchsitesareimportant is the presenceof stratigraphyandbuilt structurespreservedbyalluviation.

TheMiddle Shannon,from LoughReeto LoughDerg, is the longestalluvialsectionand is characterisedby a floodplainof bogsand
seasonallyfloodedlandscalledcallows(Brown2007; Heery1993).

Despite the importance of such sites the alluvial archaeology of Ireland has yet to be seriously evaluated.

Palaeoecologicalwork has been carried out by Aalbersbeg(1994) in the Little BrosnaValleyςthis
provided a chronology and record of environmental conditions during mire and floodplain
development(adaptedfrom Brown 2007).

Wooden paddles discovered at the
Late Bronze Age lake settlement at
Cloonfinlough, Co. Offaly (Photo:
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A recognised sub-discipline of underwater
archaeologybut a more holistic approachto
riverinearchaeologywouldbe to viewit as:

1. In-channel underwater archaeology(such
as bridges,mill dams,fish weirs, revetments,
causeways, platforms etc) and artefacts
(logboats, precious metalwork, fishing
equipmentetc.).

Butalso

2. The consideration of multi-period
cropmarks, earthworks, artefacts and
buildings(both in urbanandrural contexts)on
the adjacent floodplain lying on or under
alluvial deposits.

3. The study of palaeoenvironmental
information associated with the alluvial
depositsthemselves.

4. Geomorphological processes that lie
behind the deposition and erosion of these
particularsediments.

Idealisedblock diagram of a temperate river valley floor and wider catchment landscape illustrating the types 
of archaeology likely to be preserved

From Howard et al. 2008, 416

RiverineArchaeology; an attempt to define



DredgingandAntiquariancollectingon the RiverShannon

Dredging work in the 1880s at the Killaloefords (Kierse1995)

Eel weirs at Killaloe, with rapids over the fording points (Kierse1995)

Late Bronze Age sword from Killaloe(Photo: NMI)

Thefirst weaponswere gatheredat Meelickand Keelogue, thesebeing the first shoalstaken in hand for deepening: but at
most of the numerousother shoalsextendingalong the courseof the river numerousother weaponswere found (J.D. Long
JRSAI, 1870).

GeneralPit Riverswas stationed in Ireland
from 1862-1866 . He returned to England
with a collection of Irish archaeological
material, someof it from the Shannon.

Many artefacts recovered
through dredging were included
in William ²ƛƭŘŜΩǎRIAcatalogue
of 1861.


