
2 THE EVOLUTION OF THE CLARE LANDSCAPE 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

In order to understand the landscapes within the county, it is necessary to 
outline the physical and historical influences that have created the 
contemporary landscape.    
 
The interplay between the solid geology, glacial processes, soil formation, 
hydrology and ecology has formed the basic materials upon which human 
activities have impacted.  This is, however, a constant and ongoing 
interrelationship, with topography and access to water and soil conditions 
influencing the spatial distribution and types of human activities practiced 
within the county over the past several millennia.  Although human 
habitation has been the most recent landscape influence, in many ways it has 
been the most profound.  Patterns of land ownership, settlements and 
agricultural and ritual activities have all been modified in response to local 
variations of biotic and abiotic elements and constraints.  A description of the 
physical landscape of Clare is presented below and is followed by an 
overview and analysis of human activities within the Clare landscape from 
prehistoric to contemporary times. 
 
 

2.2 PHYSICAL INFLUENCES 

2.2.1 Solid Geology  

The underlying geology of County Clare (Figure 2) is formed from three major 
rock formations, each rock type being associated with particular landscapes.   
 
The undulating lowlands of east Clare, generally covered by glacial deposited 
sediments and alluvium, are underlain by limestones of the Lower 
Carboniferous Series.   The mountains and hills that rise above these lower 
areas, including Sliabh Aughty, Sliabh Bernagh (the highest mountain at 526m 
OD), and the Broadford Hills are composed of a variety of rocks of differing 
ages and composition.  Old Red Sandstone is generally found around the 
perimeter of these uplands, whilst the interiors are formed by far older Lower 
Palaeozoic silts and shales.  These usually create the rounded hills of these 
areas, which are generally covered by thin soils.   
 
Limestone dominates throughout the central and north western parts of the 
county. This limestone belt runs north-south from the exposed limestone 
uplands and pavements of the Burren, underlying the drumlin belt 
surrounding Ennis and the Fergus River and extending towards the lower 
drumlins of east Clare.   
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West Clare, from Loop Head up towards Doolin and extending into the 
southern slopes of Sliabh Elva, feature extensive Namurian Sandstone Shales 
from the Carboniferous period.  
 

2.2.2 Effects of Glaciation – Drift Geology and Surface Geology 1 

As with virtually the whole of Ireland, the Clare landscape reflects the climatic 
processes operating in the last glacial cycle, the Midlandian Stage, from 23,000 
to 13,000 BP 2.  The current landscape is largely a consequence of the last 
glaciation and postglacial processes occurring since that time (Figure 3). 
 
A number of coalescing ice domes constituted the ice sheets in Ireland, and ice 
moved radially outwards from these domes.  The underlying bedrock was 
eroded through the movement of the ice and this formed sediment known as 
glacial till.  In addition, sediment carried by the glacial melt waters was 
deposited as sand and clay, and in lakes or in the sea finer sediments of silt 
and clay were deposited.   
 
Tills were deposited as extensive sheets or drumlins.  The latter are a common 
feature of the Clare landscape and are frequently orientated  north-east to 
south-west, turning westwards as one moves towards the coast.  The grain of 
the landscape, as dictated by former ice movement, is very much in evidence 
throughout the county.  Boulder clay constitutes the majority of glacial forms 
in the county, with numerous drumlins, particularly in the eastern and central 
area.  The Loop Head peninsula on the south-west is dominated by kames 
whilst the north-west has little or no drift present.   
 
The central ice dome dominated this area, centred in County Galway and 
covering north Clare and Tipperary.  The overall direction was south and 
south-west, although there were some local variations across the county.  The 
Fergus estuary was subject to a strong north-south ice flow, whilst to the east 
ice flowed over the higher ground of the Cratloe Hills and Sliabh Bernagh, but 
also diverted around these hills and expanded into the east Limerick 
lowlands.  These ice flow directions are shown through the orientation of 
drumlins in addition to distribution of erratics and glacial striae. 
 
In other parts of the county, deposition was less of an influence and the 
erosional effects of glaciation can be seen where the bedrock is exposed or the 
till is very thin.  This can be seen on the limestone areas to the east and north-
east of the Fergus estuary.  Variations in till deposits are also apparent within 
the county, where the cover is generally thin on the higher ground of west 
Clare, but thick deposits occur on the Loop Head peninsula in the south-west 
of the county.  Reflecting the bedrock geology, much of the till is limestone 

                                                      
1 Much of this information is derived from Geological Survey of Ireland, Sheet 17. 
2 J. Knight (2001). A geocultural classification of landscapes in Northern Ireland: Implications for landscape management 
and conservation,.  Tearmann, 1(1);113-124.  
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derived or mainly containing Namurian shales and sandstones.  Within the 
tills of the Cratloe Hills and Sliabh Bernagh, the till is sandstone dominated. 
 
When the ice melted, it retreated to the north and north-east, possibly 
depositing large amounts of sediment into the Shannon and Fergus rivers.  As 
it retreated from the hills in the south-west of Clare, it moved through the 
valley of the Fergus.  Further deposition of alluvium deposits occurred in the 
post-glacial period and these are quite extensive along the Fergus and 
Shannon estuaries.  Bog formation was a strong feature of this period and 
much of the upland areas such as the Sliabh Aughties or Sliabh Callan are 
covered with blanket bogs, whilst in lower lying areas of limestone, raised 
peat developed in inter-drumlin hollows.  A good example of such raised bog 
can be seen around Lough Cullanyheeda, close to Kilkishen in east Clare. 
 

2.2.3 Topography and Drainage 1  

The topography of County Clare can be divided into three general groups 
(Figure 4).  Lough Derg and the River Shannon are fringed by the undulating 
lowlands of east Clare; these are close to sea-level and this is reflected by the 
numerous lakes within this area.  The undulating lowlands are framed by the 
upland areas including the hills of Sliabh Bernagh (526 m OD), Broadford and 
Cratloe Hills.  The Sliabh Aughty Mountains extend into the north-eastern 
part of the county, and include the mountains of Cappaghabaun and 
Turkenagh.   
 
Towards the north-west the distinctive landscape of the Burren occurs.  The 
Burren rises up to 300m in the north with the highest summit at Sliabh Elva 
(344m) and drops to approximately 100m in the south, and is commonly 
bounded on all but the southern boundary by steep scarps.  Within this karstic 
environment, surface water features are largely absent, with the unique and 
notable exception of turloughs, the largest of which is located at Carran.   
Furthermore, the extensive drainage system in this area has led to the 
formation of numerous subterranean features including caves such as Pol an 
Ionain and Ailiwee.     
 
To the west of the Fergus estuary a number of gentle hills rise from the 
lowlands.  Sliabh Callan is the highest hill in this western region, rising to 
391m.  To the south and west of these hills, the land is generally quite low, 
lying and the coastal peninsula is characterised by numerous promontories, 
bays and in places sheer cliffs. 
 
Drainage in the county is largely defined by the River Shannon, its tributaries 
and its largest lake, Lough Derg.  As the Shannon flows from Lough Allen to 
Killaloe over 205km, the elevation declines by only 17m; the river meanders 
extensively and is subject to frequent seasonal flooding in places, most notably 
the Shannon Callows in Counties Tipperary and Offaly.  The river drops 30m 

                                                      
1 Sleeman A.G  & Pracht.  M, 1999;Geology of the Shannon Estuary.  Geological Survey of Ireland.  
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between Killaloe and Limerick, a distance of 25km.  The river has been subject 
to considerable modifications over the past 200 years and much of the flow 
downstream of Lough Derg has been diverted via the Parteen Villa dam to the 
hydroelectric station at Ardnacrusha since the 1920s.  The Shannon enters the 
Atlantic at Loop Head. 
 
The other principal river in the county is the Fergus, which rises north-west of 
Corrofin and has numerous lakes associated with it including Lough 
Inchiquin.  It flows southwards through Ennis and enters the sea at 
Clarecastle.  The estuary of the Fergus is an important and distinctive 
landscape feature within the county, due to its long history of 
communications and broad estuarine environment that is of special ecological 
significance.   
 
Within the drumlin area west of Ennis, there are a high number of loughs 
trapped between the drumlins after the last glacial period. This can be seen in 
the distinctive northeast south-west orientation of the loughs and drumlins 
within this area.   
 

2.2.4 Soils and Agricultural Capability 

In County Clare, the various types of soil have developed from a combination 
of numerous factors, most notably topography, climate and geological parent 
material.    The influence of climate on soil formation is evident by the 
widespread occurrence of blanket peat in the County and by the intensive 
leaching and podzolisation 1of many of the soils, even at relatively low 
elevations. 
 
East Clare is also dominated by gleys, but shallow brown earths and peats and 
peaty gleys exist on the eastern slopes of Sliabh Bernagh.  In northeast Clare 
peat and peaty gleys are common (in the region of Sliabh Aughty), while 
shallow brown earths occur in northwest Clare. Generally most of western 
Clare up to the Fergus estuary comprises gleys.  Grey brown podzolics occur 
in mid-central Clare.   
 
Much of the land in the county is of a heavy and textured soil type, which 
does not lend itself to tillage and is best suited to grass.  There are limited 
areas where arable (wheat, barley, oats and root crops) farming is very 
successful, however the hectarage under these crops has been declining 
steadily during the past few years.  Cattle and dairy farming remain the 
principal agricultural activities within the county. 
 

                                                      
1 Process of soil formation whereby iron, aluminium and organic matter in the soil move downwards leaving a leached 
horizon of soil. 
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2.2.5 Land Cover 

Clare is composed of a mosaic of vegetation and habitat types (Figure 5) that 
have evolved in response to the underlying and surface geology, topography, 
soil and human activities.   
 
According to the data provided by the most recent Corrine analysis of the 
county (2000) 1 the predominant land cover within the county is grassland, 
accounting for approximately 64 per cent of total land area.  This reflects the 
strong agricultural activity within the county and in particular the move to 
dairy farming over the past thirty years. 
 
East Clare has extensive areas of grassland, interjected with pockets of arable 
landuse, raised bog, natural grassland, broadleaf woodland and numerous 
loughs, often fringed with broadleaf. This pattern reflects the largely 
agricultural landuse within the broad drumlin belt.  Settlement is represented 
by the villages and towns within the drumlin belt and along Lough Derg, 
most notably, Killaloe, Scarriff and Mountshannon.   
 
Within the uplands of east Clare, larger tracts of habitats and landuse can be 
seen.  The upper slopes of Sliabh Aughty and Bernagh are largely composed 
of blanket bog, coniferous and broadleaf woodland.  Occasional pockets of 
natural grassland are found at the margins of these larger habitat types before 
the agricultural grassland dominates once again on lower slopes and towards 
the drumlins.  There is a little village settlement  and this assists in the creation 
of remoteness that helps define the character of these upland areas. 
 
The distinctive exposed limestone can be seen in the northern boundary of the 
Burren area and this is frequently interjected with quite extensive areas of 
natural limestone pasture and grassland.  Occasional pockets and fringes of 
broadleaf woodland, likely to be hazel scrub, are located on the margins of the 
exposed limestone and grasslands.  Once again, this distinctive interplay of 
habitat types and land use creates strongly defined landscapes within this 
Burren area. 
 
The western part of the county, extending from Doolin to Loop Head and 
eastward towards Ennis is composed of a more complex habitat and landuse 
pattern.  Whilst the Loop peninsular is composed almost entirely of grassland 
with pockets of natural grassland on the Atlantic side, as one moves further 
inland this is replaced by increasingly complex patterns of coastal bog (Sragh 
Bog) to the west of Kilkee, with pockets of arable, broadleaf and natural 
grassland scattered amongst the ubiquitous grassland.  As one moves towards 
the higher areas of west Clare, such as Ben Dash, Sliabh Callan and the higher 
drumlins around Kilnamona, blanket bog, coniferous forestry and peaty soils 
are increasingly evident. 

                                                      
1 It is important to note that the Corrine dataset identifies land cover parcels in areas of 25 hectares and hence fine quality 
land cover analysis is not afforded with this system. 
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Land use tends to simplify around the Fergus estuary towards the River 
Shannon and up to Ennis, with a high dominance of grassland, occasional 
arable pockets towards the west of the Fergus estuary, and the principal urban 
centres of Ennis and Shannon within this area, with the smaller settlements of 
Newmarket on Fergus and Clarecastle.  This land is often of better quality 
than the surrounding areas, and the denser settlement pattern including a 
higher prevalence of estates and large houses testify to the attractiveness of 
this area to humans over history. 
 
 

2.3 HUMAN INFLUENCES 

2.3.1 Overview 

Although Ireland has a relatively low population density and given that 
traditional farming in Ireland has tended to be small scale, the modern 
landscape is largely a product of human interaction and interference.  In 1978, 
Aalen described conventional land-use in Ireland as ‘extensive rather than an 
intensive use of land’, and while there has been a trend toward intensification 
throughout Ireland in the intervening decades, Aalen’s statement still holds 
true for areas along the west coast, including parts of County Clare.  The past 
and present management of land continues to be a ‘fundamental consideration 
in any analysis of the origin and character of the cultural landscape’ (Aalen 
1978, 212).   
 
The influence of current land-use is considered elsewhere in this report 
(Chapters Four and Six).  In this section, an overview is provided of past human 
activity in County Clare, the influence of past practices on the landscape and 
the extent to which archaeological and historic elements survive in, or 
influence, the modern landscape.  
 
In broad terms, an archaeological or historic landscape can be defined as a 
discrete landscape based on the ‘scale and integrity of the archaeological 
features [that] reflect significantly on the human history and land use of that 
area’ (Cooney et al, 2000, 22).  Of primary importance in this respect is our 
perception of archaeological sites and monuments in their local and wider 
contexts.  Some monuments, such as Poulnabrone portal tomb or Leamanagh 
tower house, are impressive and dominant features in the landscape and have 
consequently acquired a modern status that owes little to their original 
functions.  Other high-profile sites, such as Bunratty or Dromoland Castles, 
are so deeply ingrained on the tourist trail that they are no longer regarded 
simply as archaeological or historical ‘monuments’, but are promoted as 
individual commercial and tourist attractions.  There are countless other 
monuments that nestle comfortably into their landscape and are generally 
considered part of the scenery, while others retain religious, cultural or 
traditional associations that elevate their significance beyond that of purely 
visual elements in the landscape. 
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 Monuments are readily accepted as part of the visual landscape. However it 
is the additional layers of interpretation and understanding of historical 
human inter-action that informs the characterisation of the historic landscape.  
In recent years, analysis of historic landscapes has incorporated what have 
become known as low-visibility sites, such as degraded enclosures, field 
systems, buried habitation and burial sites, historic elements that have been 
incorporated into modern buildings etc.  There are also structures and features 
that are often neglected because of the blurred distinction between historic 
and modern, particularly with regard to industrial sites such as mills, quarries, 
canals etc.  These sites must be considered as integral parts of any landscape 
analysis, because they are essential to understanding the formative processes 
that have led to the current landscape. 
  
In almost every case, monuments viewed in isolation are of limited use to the 
interpretation of the present and past landscape.  Cooney et al. (2000, 27) 
promote the idea of the ‘whole country as an archaeological landscape’, but 
also stress the need to identify complexes of sites that can be defined or 
designated as archaeological landscapes.  This is essential if we are to form a 
more realistic perception of how people affected the modern landscape.  The 
work of the Discovery Programme’s North Munster Project, particularly in 
south-east Clare, demonstrates the value of regional and landscape-based 
studies. 
 
It is not just the perception of archaeological sites and monuments that needs 
to be reviewed, the perception of the rural countryside has also been affected 
by changes in land-use and lifestyle patterns.  Aalen (1997, 5) suggests the 
increasing urbanisation of Ireland has led to the ‘misplaced view of the 
countryside as “natural”’, and this is undoubtedly true of parts of County 
Clare, particularly the landscape of the Burren, which is internationally 
regarded by many as being of ‘outstanding natural beauty’.  The truth is that 
the Burren and the other landscapes of County Clare have been ‘profoundly 
influenced by human activities’ since prehistoric times (Drew, 1997, 287).  
 
The Burren, of course, is but one region in a county that has a diversity of 
archaeological remains and landscapes.  To the south and east, the county is 
defined by the River Shannon, the largest river system in Ireland, whose 
estuary has been ‘largely tamed by hundreds of years of human toil’ 
(O’Sullivan 2001,).  Much of the bogland across the county also owes its 
origins, at least in part, to human activity, and to the west of the county the 
landscape of the Atlantic seaboard has been irrevocably altered by settlement 
patterns and commercial ventures. 
 
In order to understand the prehistoric and historic influences of human 
activities on the landscape of County Clare, it is necessary to gain a broad 
understanding of the key human activities, events and developments that 
have occurred over the past 10,000 years.  
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2.3.2 Early Prehistoric Clare (up to c. 4,000BC) 

The early prehistoric period in Clare, as elsewhere in Ireland, is reflected more 
in the hidden landscape than in the tangible, visible countryside.  
 
It is generally accepted that Mesolithic hunters and gatherers in Ireland did 
not build any surviving monuments, ritual or otherwise. However, it is likely 
that human settlements were established in County Clare during the 
Mesolithic period (given that evidence exists for Early Mesolithic settlement at 
nearby Lough Boora in County Offaly) and that the lack of evidence is a 
function of information survival and accurate recognition.  It is probable that 
Mesolithic hunters and gatherers may occasionally have burnt woodland (to 
encourage game grazing areas), although such forest-fire clearing was 
unlikely to have permanently affected the landscape.  Their impact on the 
contemporaneous landscape was, therefore, subtle and few traces of the 
Mesolithic period1 in County Clare remain.  
 

2.3.3 Neolithic (c. 4,000-2,500BC) 

The first significant impact on the landscape occurred in the Neolithic period, 
when tree clearance was carried out to facilitate crop production and animal 
husbandry.  This began a process that led to the transformation and 
occasionally (the Burren is exceptional) the degradation of large tracts of land, 
resulting in much of the current landscape. The Burren that we see today is 
not simply a geological landscape, it is a reflection of the activity of people. 
Pollen analysis2 has demonstrated that much of the Burren had a healthy 
woodland cover, which developed as the ice sheets retreated northwards at 
the end of the last ice age (c. 10,000 BC). 
 
The prehistoric landscape has many hidden attributes that we are only just 
beginning to recognise, albeit often with incomplete understanding as to 
original form or function.  Of these landscape elements, ritual or monumental 
landscapes have received more attention than most, primarily due to the 
survival and visibility of upstanding megalithic tombs.  The Record of 
Monuments and Places (RMP) for County Clare records examples of two of 
the three megalithic tomb-types normally ascribed to the Neolithic period: 
court tombs (four examples), which are generally regarded as the earliest, and 
portal tombs (four examples).3  The most famous of these is at Poulnabrone on 
the Burren, where the remains of at least twenty-two individuals were 
excavated in the 1980s.  A common feature of Neolithic tombs is that they 
                                                      
1 Limited evidence from Co Clare is mostly in the form of stray finds such as stone axe heads (e.g. Noonan, NMI 1942:159) 

 
2 At Gortlecka and Rinnamona, to the north-east of Kilnaboy, and in the Carron Depression (Waddell 2001, 60). 

3 The traditionally classified ‘court’ tomb at Parknabinnia (Cl 153), on Roughan Hill, has recently been described as a 
‘chambered tomb’, and architectural similarities with the two nearby court tombs at Leamaneh North (Cl 135) and 
Ballyganner North (Cl 34) suggest that these may represent a ‘regional variety of megalithic tomb’ (Beckett and Jones 
2002, 5). 
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were sited in particular and recurring locations (ibid 91).  Cooney suggests 
that this repetition of location, construction and use over time ‘provided 
communities with memories and histories’ (ibid 92).  It also serves as a 
reminder that, in the modern landscape, areas now marginal for farming and 
habitation were once significant social, political and economic regions. 
 
There are also hidden indicators of human activity in the landscape, such as 
stone axe artefacts. Many of these have been recovered from riverbanks, most 
notably from the River Shannon at Killaloe, which was an important crossing 
point throughout prehistory, as it is in modern times.  It would seem that at 
least some of these axeheads were deposited as votive offerings, or that they 
represent good-luck charms deposited at the point of crossing.  While lakeside 
settlement does not seem to have been as important in the Mesolithic and 
Neolithic as in later periods, there is still significant evidence for such sites 
(O’Sullivan 1998), although the legacy on the modern landscape remains 
subtle. 
 

2.3.4 Bronze Age (c. 2500-600BC) 

During the Bronze Age, the Irish landscape underwent fundamental change: 
the growth of blanket bog accelerated, soil deterioration became more 
widespread and forest cover was radically reduced (Cooney and Grogan 
1994).   In County Clare, the end of the Neolithic and beginning of the Bronze 
Age is marked by a phenomenal increase in the number of megalithic 
structures, in particular wedge tombs, which are traditionally dated to the 
Bronze Age.  To date, 133 examples are recorded in the RMP and that figure 
has presumably been revised upwards in the course of the fieldwork for the 
archaeological inventory.  The concentration of wedge tombs in the Burren is 
the densest clustering of tombs in Ireland and, even allowing for the possible 
greater survival of monuments, suggests an extensive use of the surrounding 
uplands into the Bronze Age.  For example, in the townland of Parknabinnia, 
north of Kilnaboy, there is a roughly linear scattering of eleven wedge tombs 
within some 200 metres of each other (Waddell 2001).  Cooney and Grogan 
(1994) suggested that clusters, such as these, should be considered as 
cemeteries rather than as isolated monuments. 
 
The Bronze Age also saw the introduction of fulachta fiadh, or burnt mounds, 
which are generally regarded as indicators of communal feasting or (possibly) 
bathing around boglands and lakeshores.  Expanding mobility and 
communication is evidenced by Bronze Age coastal shell middens and by the 
trackways across boggy land and mudflats, such as those recorded on the 
Fergus estuary (O’Sullivan 1998). 
  
During the Bronze Age, the use of riverine, lacustrian and estuarine locations 
in Clare seems to have increased significantly.  Ritual deposition of artefacts 
(mostly gold and bronze objects) into lakes, rivers and bogs became a common 
feature of the Late Bronze Age (Grogan 1999).  In south-east Clare, deposited 
hoards have been recovered at several sites including Lahardaun, Enagh East 
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and Durra, (ibid), with the largest collection of prehistoric gold objects in 
western Europe found on the edge of Mooghaun Lough (c. 1km north of 
Mooghaun hillfort) in the nineteenth century. 
 
More significantly, Bronze Age settlement sites have also been recorded at 
waterside locations.  There is an association between Bronze Age enclosures or 
farmsteads on exposed rocklands or limestone outcrops, defined by a low 
stone kerb enclosing an area about 20m in diameter, and field systems on 
rockland terraces overlooking lakes, bogs and coastal marshes, e.g. Ballycar 
Lough and Ballynacragga overlooking the Fergus estuary (O’Sullivan 1998; 
Grogan 1999).  Grogan (1999) notes that these enclosures often occur in 
clusters, probably representing kin-groups, within systems of small and large 
fields.  In light of the relatively rich material retrieval from Bronze Age 
lakeside settlements, O’Sullivan (1998) suggested that lakeside settlements 
may have been more prestigious that their dryland counterparts and that 
there may have been a defensive advantage to lakeshore settlements. 
 
There is considerably more settlement evidence for the later Bronze Age in 
Clare and much of our knowledge of this period comes from the Mooghaun 
region of south-east Clare 1.  Mooghaun hillfort lies at the centre of the region 
that it is likely to have dominated in the Middle Bronze Age to Iron Age 
Period.  It occupies the entire hill and prior to the current vegetation 
(predominately birch woodland planted in the last century), would have had 
extensive views of the surrounding landscape, including the Shannon estuary 
and the River Fergus valley and estuary.   
 
Grogan (1999, 18) refers to the area surrounding the hillfort as a ‘chiefdom’ 
and suggests that the occupants of the fort may have controlled an area of 
about 450 square kilometres (ibid).  The chiefdom may have dominated the 
territory west of the Broadford Gap, an important communication and trade 
route through the Sliabh Bernagh Mountains leading to the prehistoric ford of 
the River Shannon at Killaloe (ibid).  In the immediate vicinity, families would 
have farmed extensive areas of land, including areas within the hillfort itself, 
with the land divided into fields by stone walls, fences and hedgerows (ibid).  
Further away from the enclosed settlement sites, the land would have been 
less intensively managed, perhaps with some woodland management (for 
building materials and firewood) and open rough grazing.  Seasonal pasture 
would probably have been sought further from the sites again, along the 
margins of the tidal estuaries of the rivers Shannon, Fergus, Rine and 
Owenogarney/Ratty and in upland areas on the fringes of the Sliabh Bernagh 
Mountains and the Cratloe Hills (ibid). 
 
Through the investigations at Mooghaun, Bronze Age management of the 
landscape can be assessed with a considerable amount of detail.  Once again, 
the importance of communication routes and the availability of resources in 

                                                      
1  Initially excavated at Knocknalappa in the 1930s and more recent the subject of a Discovery Programme Project( see 

O'Sullivan 1998, and Grogan, 1999) 
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the landscape are shown to have been of central significance to the 
communities during this time.  The hill fort remains a key landscape feature 
around Mooghaun and the strategic importance is reinforced by the long 
views afforded from the summit of Mooghaun.   
 

2.3.5  Iron Age (c. 600BC–AD500) 

The Iron Age in Ireland is poorly understood and much of the archaeological 
evidence for the period is confined to ceremonial sites and metalwork that is 
largely unprovenanced (O’Sullivan 1998).  One of the characteristics of the 
Iron Age across Europe, which seems to have been replicated in Ireland, is the 
deposition of weapons and metalwork in rivers, lakes and other water places 
(ibid).  In County Clare, a La Tène iron horsebit and iron spearhead were 
recovered from Inchiquin Lake, where wooden piling was also recorded on 
the lake foreshore (ibid). 
  
Sometime around AD 200-300, there seems to have been a significant 
expansion in agriculture, as suggested by the palynological evidence (Stout, 
1997), which was assisted or caused by the introduction of a new agricultural 
technology.  Subsequently there was an increase in population and settlement, 
and the references to woodland clearance begin to increase from about AD 800 
(Clinton 2001). 
 

2.3.6 Early Historic (c. 500–1170s) 

As elsewhere in Ireland, the Early Historic landscape in County Clare is 
represented by ringforts, stone enclosures, cashels, crannogs and early 
monastic settlements.  Although the RMP for County Clare records only 224 
ringforts or 'raths', it also identifies a staggering 2,819 sites simply as 
‘enclosures’; these are generally circular features identified from the Ordnance 
Survey maps, and it is likely that a large number of them actually represent 
ringforts or sites with a similar function.  The RMP also lists 316 cashels, or 
stone forts, which are generally considered as contemporaneous with the 
earthen raths.   
 
There is increasing evidence to suggest that the large, co-axial field systems 
often associated with the cashels and ringforts on the Burren plateau may be 
contemporary with the forts (Gosling - 2001).  Field systems of indeterminate 
dates have been investigated in recent years in County Clare (e.g. ‘mound’ 
walls at Coolnatullagh in the Burren [Eogan – 1998], and in the townland of 
Carrigoran as part of preparations for the Ballycasey, Dromoland Bypass, in 
the south-east of the County (Reilly – 2000 a and b).  Further work on early 
historic field systems is ongoing in Burren. 
 
Stout (1997) identified spatial associations between ringforts and early 
ecclesiastical sites, reflecting the diverse and secular nature of the early church 
in Ireland (O’Sullivan 1998).  The earliest church settlements were small and 
simple.  Larger settlements were strategically situated on major routeways, 
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along roads, or at riversides.  In addition to their religious function, monastic 
settlements were likely to be involved in significant levels of trade and 
communication and early Irish laws frequently mention the use ‘of the plough 
and draught animals and the construction and ownership of horizontal 
watermills for grinding grain’ (ibid 102-3). 
 
Off the east shore of Lough Derg, 2 km south-west of Mountshannon, Inis 
Cealtra is one of the most important early historic ecclesiastical sites in the 
country.  The monastic settlement may have been founded by St Colum of 
Terryglass (County Tipperary), or by St Caimin in the sixth century 
(O’Sullivan 1998).  Large earthwork enclosures on the island are thought to 
represent later mediaeval pilgrimage activities near the site (ibid).  Pilgrimage 
activities on Inis Cealtra were particularly active from the seventeenth to mid - 
twentieth century at Whit Weekend.  The unusual bargaining stone remains a 
location where marriage vows are renewed and the island continues to be 
used as a burial ground.  This provides a continuous link to the ritual use of 
this island in this part of the county. 
 
Lake monasteries such as Inis Cealtra should be regarded as having an 
important function in early historic and Viking Age settlement organisation, 
being centres of farmed estates, ecclesiastical authority and secular 
pilgrimage.  They managed their own agricultural lands, presumably with 
tenant farmers and settlements scattered in the landscape around the lakes.  
They also served as important centres for communications, as hostels for 
travellers up and down the rivers and lakes, and as proto-urban markets or 
redistribution centres for local and regional products. (O’Sullivan-1998). 
 
Holy wells represent an historic landscape feature that is still functional in 
modern Clare, perhaps more so than elsewhere in the country.  Some 226 
examples are recorded in the RMP.  While their dates of establishment might 
vary considerably, some examples are documented from as early as the 
seventh century (O’Kelly - 2002, 25).  It is generally believed that holy wells 
were ‘Christianised’ from pagan origins, and while their earlier history is 
ambiguous, there is growing evidence for holy wells as indicators of ritual or 
cult elements of the Irish Iron Age (ibid).  O’ Kelly suggests that their survival 
into Christian times may represent a general survival of ‘a widespread and 
very ancient water cult’.  Many wells are located beside or near early 
mediaeval monasteries and churches (ibid) and have been incorporated in 
ritual ‘patterns’ still observed today. 
 
Although there is scant evidence for Viking, or Hiberno-Norse, occupation in 
County Clare, the effect of their arrival in Ireland was evidenced in changes in 
the old Gaelic or tribal dynasties.  The Hiberno-Norse introduced two major 
concepts to social organisation in Ireland: urban life and trade (Otway-
Ruthven, 1980).  Prior to their arrival the only effective country-wide 
organisation was the church, but the Hiberno-Norse introduced an element of 
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insecurity that demanded a more structured form of power, protection and 
defence amongst the Irish.  
 
Towards the end of the tenth century Brian Boruma, king of the Dalcassians of 
County Clare, seized the monarchy of Tara and became the first High King of 
Ireland (ibid).  The position was not effective and conferred no real powers on 
Brian outside of his own tuath, but it initiated a lineage of O’Briens who were 
considerably influential in shaping the history of Munster in the centuries to 
come.  In landscape terms, St Cronan’s Church in Tuamgraney, adjacent to the 
later tower house, was said to have been renovated by Brian Boruma in 1000, 
and his fort, just one mile from Killaloe, whilst being subject to later uses, 
remains an important historical element in the landscape of Lough Derg and 
east Clare.   
 

2.3.7 Mediaeval Clare (c. 1200–1540) 

The history of mediaeval Clare is largely a history of the O’Briens and the de 
Clares.  The former succeeded the Dalcassians as kings of Thomond (Tuath 
Mumhan, meaning North Munster).  When the Anglo-Normans penetrated 
Clare in the late thirteenth century, they inflicted heavy defeats on the 
dominant O’Briens (Lewis, 1837), but the O’Briens remained a constant thorn 
to the Anglo-Norman and later English settlers in Munster.  In the mid-
fifteenth century Tadhg Ó Briain (king of Thomond 1459–66) extended his 
territory into adjoining parts of counties Limerick and Tipperary.  In 1543, 
Murrough O’Brien became the first earl of Thomond and Baron Inchiquin. 
After the Restoration (1663), Daniel O’Brien became Viscount Clare.  With a 
few notable exceptions, the O’Briens firmly supported Protestant succession in 
the county, and subsequently survived as one of the few Gaelic families to 
become part of the eighteenth century landed elite. 
 
The twelfth century saw the introduction of monastic orders from continental 
Europe, which were to have a significant impact on the organisation and 
management of the landscape within the county.  The Cistercians were the 
first to arrive in Ireland and had established thirty-three monasteries by 1230.   
Corcomroe Abbey is a good example of a Cistercian monastery in County 
Clare.  Cistercians played a significant role in agricultural development and 
divided monastic lands into farms or granges.  They also modified the 
landscape considerably, clearing woodlands and reclaiming wetlands.  Their 
preference for richer, freely draining soils better suited for cultivation 
remained throughout the Norman period 1. 
 
Other monastic sites that remain in the contemporary landscape include the 
Augustinian church at Canon Island and Clareabbey; patronage under the 
Normans, led to an increase in Augustinian monasteries up to the fourteenth 
century.  Quin Abbey, one of the most renowned ruins was founded by the 
Franciscan order. 

                                                      
1 Aalen, Whelan and Stout, 1997. 
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Remnants from the mediaeval period in County Clare are amongst the most 
impressive features of the landscape.  Bunratty Castle, built by Thomas de 
Clare (d. 1287), is redolent of the late thirteenth century in Clare, when de 
Clare struggled to retain control over Thomond.  It also has metaphorical links 
with different parts of the landscape as de Clare’s son, Richard, died at the 
battle of Dysert O’Dea in 1318, marking the turning point in the Anglo-
Norman hold over Thomond.  
 
In the later mediaeval period, tower houses became popular in the Gaelic-held 
areas of Clare.  There is a particular concentration of these in the east of the 
county and they are often associated with the O’Briens.  Although they have a 
defensive function, in many instances in the county, the building of tower 
houses had more to do with neighbouring families and maintaining status 
than strictly defensive operations 1.  However, they remain a strong landscape 
feature within County Clare.  Their predominance is evidenced through the 
high numbers that remain in private ownerships, sometimes located at the 
rear of farm yards or hidden by vegetation along the River Shannon and in the 
loughlands of east Clare. 
 

2.3.8  Post-Mediaeval period (1540-1700) 

When Connaught was divided into six counties (1565), Thomond was made 
‘shire ground’ and named Clare, after its main town, Clarecastle.   The county 
was reassigned to Munster in 1602. 
 
The late sixteenth/early seventeenth century saw the final phase of large-scale 
woodland clearance for ‘strategic, industrial and settlement purposes’ (Smyth, 
2000). It was also during this period that the county experienced what Smyth 
calls ‘the county shiring system’.  County towns were developed around 
previous lordship strongholds, and these were established primarily as 
administrative centres.  Garrisons, assize courts, jails, session houses etc, were 
established to facilitate local government (ibid 165).  Later in the seventeenth 
century, the Cromwellians reconstructed and reorganised the social and 
political components of county towns (ibid). 
 
By the early seveenth century, Ennis had become the principal urban centre in 
County Clare.  It had developed around the Franciscan friary, which was 
established c. 1240 by Donough Carbarac O’Brien (or Donchadha Cartbreach 
O’ Brian), King of Thomond.  Patronised by the princes of Thomond, the 
settlement prospered so that by 1375 the monastery was a thriving centre of 
learning (Harbison, 1992).  Exceptionally, the friary survived the Dissolution 
of the Monasteries (in the mid-sixteenth century), protected by Murrogh O' 
Brien, and was the scene of the formal abolition of the old Irish Brehon Law in 
1606 (ibid).  In 1609, Ennis received its first market and fair grant, and in 1612 
‘the town of Inish’ was created as a borough (Lewis, 1998, 41.). 

                                                      
1 Dr Pat Nugent, pers comm. 
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The shiring of Thomond signified the extension of new English administration 
to a part of Ireland that had previously remained largely outside direct 
English jurisdiction.  The accompanying legislative changes to property 
ownership and inheritance and the exposure to direct market forces resulted 
in significant changes to the organisation of the rural landscape.  Most of the 
former clan chieftains became land magnates (landlords) with their allies and 
lesser kinsmen becoming the owners of moderate sized individually owned 
farms.  In order for these farms to be economically viable, they had to ensure a 
steady supply of surplus produce to the newly constituted fairs and markets 
of Ennis and other sites such as Kilmurray McMahon, Quin, Clare and 
Sixmilebridge etc.   
 
Only those Gaelic land magnates and freeholders who consolidated their 
holdings into compact viable sized estates or farms, instead of dispersed 
holdings, and who adopted modernising farming methods, were able to 
survive in this changing socio-economic environment.  Some of the leading 
O’Brien landlords introduced new English and Dutch tenants to the more 
profitable parts of their respective estates. This resulted in localised landscape 
transformation.  In these areas, field boundaries became more plentiful, 
permanent and more geometric in nature.  Intensive tillage production also 
made an impact on the landscape.  Nevertheless, cattle production was still 
the dominant agricultural enterprise.   
 
As the seventeenth century progressed, and particularly after the 
Cromwellian transplantation scheme, the estate system spread throughout 
most of the populated, good to moderate lands of the county.  Most of the 
major landlords were now either Cromwellian soldiers or new English 
administrators or speculators.  However, a significant minority were ‘Innocent 
Papists’.  The more successful landlords began to modify their existing 
towerhouses and built new ‘Big Houses’.  
 
These landlords generally relocated their tenants in estate towns and villages 
that lay immediately outside the demesne walls.  Examples of these include 
Kilrush, Newmarket- on- Fergus, Corrofin, Sixmilebridge, Tuamgraney and 
Mountshannon.   However, the modernising effect of the estates on the 
landscape was dependent on the disposition of the resident or absentee 
landlord.  The general pattern was one of alternating periods of effective and 
ineffective management.  Consequently, apart from the core areas of most 
estates, traditional patterns of land management endured throughout much of 
the county.  The subsequent enclosure of these areas into the stereotypical 
rundale field patterns was a more organic outcome of the continued rural 
population growth from the mid-eighteenth century onwards. 
 

2.3.9 Landownership and Change – 1700 up to the Famine 

The 1660 restoration of land and the accession of James II to the British throne 
in 1685, raised hopes that some degree of Catholic emancipation might ensue.  
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However, in the late seventeenth century a series of laws were introduced to 
finally suppress the Catholic religion.  The laws, which became known as the 
penal, or popery laws, prevented Catholics from running schools, being 
educated abroad, joining the army, practising law or holding office in central 
or local government.  
 
By the end of the seventeenth century, some fifteen per cent of the profitable 
land in Ireland was in the hands of the Catholic gentry and these were the 
main targets of the penal laws.  Additional measures were introduced at the 
beginning of the eighteenth century to finally suppress the Catholic faith; this 
had the effect of transferring property remaining in Catholic ownership to the 
new Protestant ascendancy or elite.  In 1704, the Act to Prevent the Further 
Growth of Popery prohibited Catholics from buying or inheriting land from 
Protestants and limited the period of Catholics' land leases.  The ‘One Mile 
Rule’, which prevented Catholics from owning land within one mile of the 
coast or estuary, can still be seen in the legacy of large houses, frequently with 
designed landscapes, particularly along the Fergus estuary.  One such 
example is Ballanagard, close to the Fergus estuary. 
 
The mid- eighteenth century saw the introduction of large-scale designed 
landscapes, where landlords carried out ‘improvements’ to their land, digging 
ditches and constructing banks that were then topped with hawthorns, and 
laying out new field boundaries (Mitchell and Ryan - 1997).  Of the designed 
landscapes within the county, Dromoland Estate, the seat of the O’Briens, was 
the highlight and the prototype to which other landowners aspired1.  A 
contemporary description from the 1820s provides an indication of the 
grandeur of the estate 2: 
 

'We very soon reached the beautiful lodge and entrance to 
Dromoland…The lodge is one of the best taste and grandest execution 
we have seen, well suiting the grandeur of Dromoland.  From thence 
the avenue sweeps through extensive grounds and woods to the 
house.  This venerable mansion stands on a gentle eminence, 
surrounded by noble trees, and overlooks a large and beautiful lake 
beneath the windows.'  

 
The number of demesnes, especially those with mediaeval roots, demonstrates 
settlement continuity.  There are few significant estates in the western half of 
the county, with the exception of Kilrush (Vandeleur’s), Liscannor, Lahinch 
and Ennistymon – but a band of landscape parks of over 4ha occurs 
throughout the eastern half and cluster around Ennis and the Fergus estuary. 
 
From the late eighteenth century forests, were cleared at ‘an alarming rate for 
use as fuel’, so much so that by the mid-nineteenth century the country was 
said to have looked like a desert (McAfee - 1997), except within walled estates. 

                                                      
1Pat Nugent, pers comm 
2 J. Trotter, A Walk through County Clare, 1817 in Brian O'Dalaigh (ed)1998 
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Mitchell and Ryan (1997) highlight the irony that while the woodlands were 
being cleared, landlords were busy cramming their estates with trees. 
 
In north-west Clare, the situation was somewhat different to the rest of the 
county.  The pressure of a growing population forced people onto even the 
most unproductive land: hillsides, boglands and old upland pastures (ibid).  
The Burren region was not the most attractive land for the new Protestant elite 
and several Gaelic families, including the O’Briens, retained their estates in the 
area (ibid).  In 1732, at the height of British power in Ireland, the Burren was 
the most ‘undisturbed barony in the whole island’ (Whelan, 2000). 
 
In the early to mid-eighteenth century, the Rundale system of open farming 
flourished, particularly in the west of the country (McAfee, 1997).  Under this 
system, an extended family group living in clachans or groups of houses 
cultivated plots of ground separated by a strip of land rather than stone walls. 
These parcels of land were often spread over a large area, each one being quite 
small.  As the population increased, the productivity of this system became 
untenable as the system of inheritance divided the available land into smaller 
and smaller plots.  
 

2.3.10 Pre-Independence Period  

Expansion of Towns and Villages 

Although Lisdoonvarna wasn’t even identified on the 1840s Ordnance Survey 
map, within a few decades it had developed into a popular resort, largely on 
the exploitation of the sulphur waters and the promotion of its spa. 
 
Ennistymon is a good example of a medium-sized market town 
demonstrating continuity of settlement. It is a planned town that developed as 
a market town in the nineteenth century. The name was first documented in 
1422 as ‘Inisdyman’, a moated ford and associated dwellings (MacCurtain - 
1994). During the medieval period, it is thought to have been the location for 
St Luchtighern’s monastic settlement (ibid).  Today, the Falls Hotel 
incorporates Ennistymon House, a Georgian mansion built by the former 
landlord, on the ruins of an O’Brien castle.  Some time after 1703 the castle was 
renovated as a Georgian mansion.  The mansion was home to the 
MacNamaras, whose 18,000-acre estate included the town in the nineteenth 
century.  The earlier settlement in the area is still visible today in the ruins of 
the castle, mill, river and dwelling houses (ibid). 
 
In the nineteenth century Ennistymon expanded in response to the ‘demands 
of the agricultural economy of its hinterland’ (ibid 111). The town was a busy 
trading post for horses and heifers. By this time cattle were being brought 
from the midlands to be fattened on the pastures of east Clare. Ennistymon 
became the centre for markets in eggs, potatoes, oats and, after the mid-1800s, 
for large quantities of butter (ibid). 
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Kilrush developed as a busy market-town and harbour in the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth century. It was part of the vast Vandeleur estate and 
owed much of its prosperity to the family, whose residence was at Kilrush 
House. 
 
Communications 

Prior to the establishment of county grand juries by legislation in 1765, local 
road improvements were carried out on a parish-by-parish basis, which 
obliged each parish to raise sufficient funds for the maintenance of roads 
within the parish boundary.  Thereafter, the county grand juries were 
responsible for financing, managing and extending the road and bridge 
network within the country.  These bodies were able to raise funds through 
taxing the baronies through which the proposed road was to run.  As these 
juries were composed of local landowners and were an unelected body 
capable of imposing taxes, contemporary opinion was highly critical.  From 
1817, their remit was altered to only consider proposals that had initially been 
assessed by local justices of the peace.  Nonetheless, this system led to the 
creation of an extensive road network within Ireland prior to the disbandment 
of the juries in 1898.  
 
Many of these roads are identifiable in the current landscape due to their 
straight alignment, disregarding physical features such as poorly drained soil. 
Furthermore the influence of local landlords on the design of the roads is 
reflected in their orientation around, not through local estates.   Agricultural 
improvements and dispersal of farms during this time 1, also led to an increase 
in access lanes, a network of which remain throughout the Clare landscape 
and are known now as bohereens.  A considerable number of bridges were 
also constructed during this period, ranging from small masonry structures 
crossing streams to considerable arched bridges over six feet in span, such as 
the Shannon crossings at O’Briensbridge and Killaloe. The characteristic small 
classical round-arched stone bridge, finely constructed of ashlar and cut-stone 
blocks, is another continuing feature of the Clare countryside (see the National 
Inventory of Architectural Heritage (NIAH), e.g. Blackweir Br 20405629 
NIAH). 
 
The defence of major sea routes during the Napoleonic Wars included 
monuments of national architectural significance at Finavarra Point Martello 
Tower (20400205 NIAH) and Kilkerrin Fort (20406805 NIAH) and others of 
lesser architectural merit but which still mark the seascape (e.g. Kilcredaun 
20407202 NIAH). 
 
The appointment of the Drummond Commission in 1836 to design a railway 
system for the country was the impetus for a considerable rail construction 
programme. Within Clare, the Limerick to Ennis line was operating by 1860, 
and the narrow gauge railway of West Clare was built between 1884 to1892, 

                                                      
1 See Aalen, Whelan & Stout, 1997 for further discussion 
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running from Ennis to Lahinch to Moyasta junction, where it split serving 
Kilkee and Kilrush. By 1923, the north of the county was served by the Ennis 
Athenry line, which served Crusheen and Tubber.   
 
Canal construction was not a significant feature in the county, with the 
Killaloe-Limerick canal being the sole canal. At its height, over forty barges a 
week travelled through the ten loughs to Killaloe.  The canal was terminated 
in 1929, due to the diversion of waters for the Ardnacrusha hydro station. 
 
All these constructions had an impact on landscapes within the county, 
through increasing access for produce and allowing speedier movement of 
peoples within the county. Perhaps most notably, the linear and obviously 
manmade design of these transport routes were the key landscape impacts, 
imposing a human rationale on the landscape on a scale previously unseen. 
 
Famine and Agricultural Reform 

Population expansion combined with the success of the potato up to 1815, was 
followed by a relatively abrupt depression, resulting from a variety of factors 
including the decline of agricultural prices. This resulted in an explosion of 
shanty cabins on edges of towns and people trying to eke out a living as they 
were increasingly pushed onto marginal land.  All of these factors led to an 
over reliance on the lumper potato, combined with no contingency resources 
either socially or economically to address the series of wet summers and 
subsequent infection by blight and failure of the potato harvests.  
 
The blight destroyed over 90 per cent of the potato crop, its impact being most 
severe in counties in the west of Ireland such as Clare where there was a high 
dependency on the lumper variety of potato.  Moreover, the famine 
particularly affected the marginal settlements associated with the rundale and 
clachan system, where the dense settlement facilitated the spread of disease 
within an already weakened population.  By 1847, over 60 per cent of the 
population of Clare were taking up rations of food.   
 
As a result of the famine, and the associated unsympathetic relief policies, 
death, disease and emigration spiralled.  Its consequences are most starkly 
represented by an analysis of pre and post- famine populations.  The 
population of Clare fell from 286,000 in 1841 to 166,000 in 1861. The thousands 
of famine victims were buried in the small famine graveyards that were 
established throughout the County and remain in the landscape as a poignant 
reminder of the suffering endured. 
 
The policy approach to the famine was informed by an initial desire to rid the 
Irish system of its perceived backwardness and obstacles to agricultural 
modernisation.  Hence, in particular, small farmers were targeted and through 
the ratings clauses, massive numbers of smallholders were evicted.  The 
rundale and clachan system was also determinedly targeted ‘in the belief that 
only individual farms would encourage initiative and self-reliance’ (Aalen et 
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al, 1997, 90).  This massive clearing of the land, combined with the 
introduction of ladder fields as a means to rationalise land ownership, 
removed many of the earlier field systems within the county.  Accompanying 
developments that had a great landscape impact were the overwhelming 
increase in pasture at the expense of tillage and the consolidation of large scale 
ranchers who tended to rent the limestone rich pastures, whilst the remaining 
farmers most frequently had to contend with producing on marginal land.   

 
The Congested Districts Board (CDB) was established, in 1890, to relieve 
congestion and ameliorate poverty in the west of Ireland. The board was 
responsible for ‘breaking up and re-ordering thousands of rundale house 
clusters and intricately meshed fields and gardens’ (Duffy 2000, 217). The new 
‘striped’ or ladder fields often led from newly built roads, accompanied by 
road-side houses (ibid 217–8).  The dispersal of farms was continued, and 
much of the board’s expenditure related to drainage, fencing, road 
construction and the improvement or construction of housing.  The CDB 
houses and remodelled land holdings remain a key landscape feature in the 
county, with the exception of the southeast and Ennis areas, which were not 
classified as a congested district.  
 
A combination of declining numbers of landlords, in large part due to the 
increasing assertion of agrarian rights and a less sympathetic governmental 
regime, resulted in many landlords transferring their land to former tenants 
with a consequent decline in the extent of many estate holdings.  The War of 
Independence, and the Civil War that followed it, also led to many perceived 
symbols of the landlords’ reign being burned down, such as Fort Fergus, 
home of the Ball Family, close to Ballanacally.  In addition, a number of 
buildings associated with British rule, such as Royal Irish Constabulary 
barracks, were destroyed during this period.   
 
The Land Commission, formed under the Free State in 1922, continued and 
concluded the work of the CDB and had quite extensive powers to prevent the 
subdivision of a farm if this risked creating an uneconomic farm holding. The 
Commission was abolished in 1992. 

 
2.3.11 Twentieth Century Post Independence 

Following independence, land reform is thought to have contributed to an 
increase in the division of land as former tenants sought to define the 
boundaries of their newly acquired freeholds.  Economic stagnation ensured 
that emigration continued apace, with the county recording a 21% decrease in 
population between 1926-1961.  
 
The introduction of rural electrification and group water schemes had both 
social and landscape impacts in County Clare, with significant improvements 
on the quality of life for rural householders, as well as the introduction into 
the landscape of water treatment facilities, reservoirs and electricity poles and 
pylons.  
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Rural electrification was achieved, in part, through the development of the 
Shannon Hydro- Electric Scheme, which utilised the fall in level between 
Lough Derg and the Shannon Estuary, and involved the construction of a weir 
and intake near Parteen Villa, head-and-tail race canals spanned by four 
bridges and a power station at Ardnacrusha.  The scheme, started in 1925 and 
formally opened in 1929, introduced a new linear waterway (and associated 
crossings, retention banks etc) to the area and led to the relocation of St Lua’s 
Oratory from Friar’s Island to the grounds of St Flannan’s Church at Killaloe 
as well as the flooding and division of farmsteads and land holdings.    
 
The economic emergence of Ireland over the last forty years, particularly 
following the opening up of Ireland to multi national companies in 1958 and 
the state’s entry into the EEC in 1973, has had a profound influence upon the 
social, economic and physical development of County Clare.  Within the 
county, and to a certain extent within the west of Ireland, this process was 
spearheaded by developments in the Shannon Area.  Initially, Shannon 
Airport had a considerable advantage, providing the first suitable landfall for 
transatlantic traffic.  However, with technological improvements, this position 
was not guaranteed and hence the establishment of the Shannon Free Zone in 
1959, the worlds first duty-free industrial zone. It has attracted a wide range of 
international services, companies and manufacturers.  In addition, the 
planning of the new town of Shannon since the 1950s has been a test ground 
for modern town planning theories, in line with contemporary State 
developments such as Tallaght.  Shannon is currently undergoing a revived 
programme of planning and development.  This area has undergone 
considerable and extensive landscape transformation over the past half 
century.  
 
With the entry of Ireland into the EEC, agricultural change has been vastly 
accelerated.  A well organised and united domestic farm lobby has been 
successful in maximising the assistances available through the Common 
Agricultural Policy, thereby improving the productivity and profitability of 
the agricultural sector throughout the state.  Greater investment has also led to 
the intensification of farm production methods and a significant expansion in 
the mechanisation of farm activity; these developments have often resulted in 
the creation of larger, more intensively fertilised, fields and large scale farm 
outbuildings to facilitate both arable machinery housing and maintenance and 
intensive livestock regimes.    
 
More recently, with the introduction of schemes such as the Rural 
Environmental Protection Scheme (REPS), an attempt has been made to 
explicitly link farming activities to the environment.  In County Clare there 
have been 2,279 participants in REPS involving 82,354 hectares of land. 
However it remains to be seen how successful the second REPS programme 
will be, as anecdotal evidence suggests that the uptake is now lower than the 
initial programme.  
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Associated with the changes in the agricultural sector within the County, is an 
increase in part time farmers and the accompanying decline in farm 
employment.  This loss of labour is often particularly acute with regard to the 
traditional maintenance and management of key agricultural landscape 
features such as hedgerows and ditches.   
 
With the increase in economic activity nationally, County Clare has also seen a 
significant rise in planning and development activity.  However, much recent 
development is spatially unbalanced, in part due to nationally framed policies.  
For example, a number of tax schemes, such as the Seaside Resort Tax 
Incentive, have led to a considerable expansion of unsympathetic housing and 
apartment styles along the vulnerable coastline of west Clare.   Planning 
applications within the county have risen considerably with 2,000 applications 
granted for dwellings between 1990 and 2000 in the South Economic Corridor 
alone.  
 
Whilst the county retains a rural landscape, the pace of change over the past 
thirty years, in landscape and social terms, has been considerable.  Although 
parts of the county are under considerable development pressure in the form 
of housing requirements, other parts are suffering continuous population 
decline and associated loss of rural services.  Human activities will continue to 
play the most influential role in landscape retention and change, whether 
through the continuation of agricultural decline, or the exploitation of natural 
resources such as limestone quarrying or large infrastructure projects.      
 

2.4 READING THE HISTORIC LANDSCAPE 

The chronological description of human activities in County Clare, presented 
in the sections above, has focused on the means by which past individuals or 
communities have exploited, changed and adapted their physical 
environment.  The extent to which the current landscape reflects these 
activities is a function of the contemporaneous social, cultural, economic and 
technological contexts within which human activities were undertaken and, 
most importantly, the extent to which the physical consequences of these 
activities have survived as discernible elements within the present day 
landscape.   
 
However, our ability to discern these elements, to read the historic landscape, 
is highly variable.  For example, the remnant prehistoric landscape of the 
Burren can be identified on the ground with relative ease due to the survival 
of major upstanding prehistoric elements (megalithic tombs, field boundaries 
etc).  The continuity of landuse management practices over the past several 
millennia have ensured that, although the prehistoric elements may have been 
extended or supplemented, the original prehistoric landscape can be identified 
and understood by even the most casual of observers.  Similarly, there are 
sufficient surviving mediaeval landscape elements in those lands southeast of 
Ennis that a well-informed eye may visually reconstruct the major elements of 
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the landscape of the mediaeval period through study of the landscape 
remnants that survive.   
 
The survival of sufficient intact and readable remnants that allow past, single-
period landscapes to be identified is, however, an exceptional occurrence.  
Landscapes, unless profoundly altered by modern developments, are typically 
multi-period creations with intermingling layers of historic influence and 
surviving elements; some landscapes may retain visible elements that range 
from prehistoric megalithic monuments to early Christian structures and from 
mediaeval estate boundaries to nineteenth century enclosures.  Complexity is 
amplified through the continuous adaptation and reuse of landscape elements 
that may reflect changes in function, cultural significance or patterns of 
ownership.  In some instances, historical processes have directly affected the 
landscape, through the removal or alteration of features, with the additional, 
indirect effect of removing or masking the context of surviving, related 
elements.  Under such circumstances, modern day attempts at reading and 
interpreting the historic landscape must rely upon conjecture, albeit in some 
instances such conjecture may be informed through the study of similar, better 
preserved landscapes elsewhere in Ireland or overseas.  
 
Therefore, in defining and applying historic landscape character assessment to 
the modern surviving landscape, it is acknowledged that the validity and 
accuracy of any analysis of the historic landscape will be constrained by 
available information regarding the historical developments and events that 
have shaped the landscape.  This presents the major difference between 
historic landscape assessment and the wider process of landscape character 
assessment:   
 

• Landscape character assessment seeks to assess, analyse and 
characterise landscape from the perspective of the present-day visual 
qualities of the countryside.  Historic landscape assessment, which can 
be viewed as a process of enrichment and refinement of landscape 
characterisation rather than as a separate or alternative approach, 
places emphasis on the layers of chronology and the visual indicators 
of different historical patterns and rates of change. 

 
• A further difference between the two approaches is that historic 

landscape assessment requires greater desk-based research, using 
written documentation, archives and records, maps and air 
photographs, whereas landscape assessments are built upon field-
based visual appraisal and interpretation.  This ‘vertical’ rather than 
‘horizontal’ perspective is likely to produce explanations of the 
historical context of landscape elements, which are not visible to the 
contemporary observer.  The results of historic landscape 
characterisation and assessment are validated with reference to 
historical determinants and may be used to improve our ability to read 
the historic landscape. 
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The integration of this historic perspective into the wider landscape character 
assessment provides an opportunity to deepen the characterisation process, 
incorporating an understanding of patterns of change and of the contribution 
of remnants and relics to the living landscape.  Not only does such an 
approach provide a means for understanding the evolution of landscape and 
the likely consequence of change upon the landscape resource, it also provides 
an opportunity for the development of an integrated approach to countryside 
and heritage management. 
 
The integration of historic landscape assessment within the wider landscape 
character assessment is presented in the subsequent Chapters of this report.   
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