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No.
The most famous of Inis Mór’s stone
forts, Dún Aengus and Dún Dúchatair,
form a sub-category – the promontory
forts.

Dún Aengus
Dún Aengus (alternatively Dún Aonghasa)
is probably the most famous of the
western Ring forts, it is certainly the most
studied and written about, with extensive
excavations having been undertaken
between 1992-5 as part of the Irish
“Discovery Programme”.
i

John O’Donovan on first seeing Dún
Aengus is reported to have launched “his
umbrella a marvellous height into the air,
threw himself on the ground, and shouted
ii
again and again.” Even I didn’t go that
far, but perched on a cliff top it is
impressive.

stone slab on the cliff top, although its
purpose is also much debated.
The fort has 3 concentric walls (plus
another flanking wall - between two of
the other walls - which might have been
longer and reduced to provide stone for
the outermost wall) with the main inner
rampart reaching 4 meters in height and
composed of 3 different levels. These are
joined by either staircases or stone
ladders, again as far as I know the
creation of the Victorians. In 1839 the
interior was described as "a weird chaos
iii
of heaps and ruins".
Tom Robinson relates the story of a
banquet held by Members and Associates
of the Ethnological Section of the British
Association in the Dún in 1857. Dr.
George Petrie, noting how the stonework
had declined since his work with the
1839 ordnance survey, made a speech
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The rampart itself was lowered in height
by around 3 feet in Victorian times, at
which time it was also buttressed in a
number of places. It is not too fanciful to
see different hands in the stonework
alongside these buttresses.
An interesting
in
aspect of this fort is the
massive stone “chevaux de frise” - a
defensive system based on using slabs
(stone or wood) planted in the ground
making access difficult, especially to
horses. This extends all around the
middle of the 3 lines of walls.
walls In places it
is up to 38m wide with individual stones
v
up to 1.75m high.
high
The Discovery
D
Programme found activity
on the site going back around 3500 years
to the Bronze Age,
Age with the first
fortifications thought
tho
to have been
around 1100BC. It is suggested that later
phases of building depended on varying
levels of activity and
an actual usage. They
forward the idea that more defensive

Dún Aengus showing buttress and clearly differing
stonework/repair to upper parts

According
to
mythology
Aengus was king of the ‘Fir
Bolg’, a Celtic tribe which
settled
on
Aran,
and
constructed the fort for
protection.

measures, such as heightening
ramparts, adding the chevaux de
frise and outer defences,
represent the most recent
development in the period
vi
around 500-900AD.

There is much academic
debate as to its original shape
as there is no written record.
It is often favoured that it was
originally oval or D-shaped
with the back wall having
disappeared as a result of
erosion of the cliff. It is argued
there must have been a back
wall for shelter. Of course the whole site
could have just been ceremonial and
never had a back wall, the sea playing an
important part as a ‘theatrical’ backdrop.
There is in fact a large rectangular raised

Dún Dúchatair - Black
Fort

Stone chevaux de frise

appealing for the locals not to rip the dún
apart in pursuit of rabbits – the
intervening years had included the period
iv
known as the “Great Hunger”

Dún Dúchatair, the “Black Fort”
is the other large fort of the
island, situated on a stone
promontory that stretches out
into the sea, again on the
western cliffs, but further to the
south
outh than Aengus.
The fort is essentially a single line of wall
completely crossing
cross
the neck of the
promontory a distance of around 70
promontory,
metres It reaches up to 6 meters in
metres.

height and 5 meters in depth. The
stonework is more dilapidated than at
Dún Aengus and as with Aengus it is
presumed that part of the construction
has collapsed along with the cliffs, indeed
Robinson notes that there was a gateway
which fell away more than 150 years
vii
ago

conjecture. Dr Michael Williams, of NUI,
Galway's geology department argues that
they were once as much as a kilometre
x
inland. He studied Atlantic storms and
tsunamis (apparently more common than
you might first think) through history and
calculates that the cliffs have eroded by
an average 0.4m per annum.

much debate. Visibility from the inside
wasn't always great, and they did not
have water sources. So could they really
have been defensive? Maybe they were
just ceremonial, although the presence of
chevaux de fries at both promontory
forts,, which are difficult to see as either
decorative or status symbols, does
The wall comprises three terraces with a
suggest they wanted to make access
fourth towards the centre where the land
It probably should not be my place to
difficult for someone, or maybe
dips. As with most Irish stone forts the
question an established geological
steps and terracing are much
something. The nearest village
affected
by
Victorian
to Dún Aengus is Gort na gCapall
restoration, and as with
which translates as ‘field of the
Aengus, the wall itself is now
xi
horses’
and Mary Laheen
buttressed in a couple of
suggests that the chevaux de
places.
fries here was actually to
It is certainly a wide wall.
prevent horses from entering a
Robinson suggests it is
sacred site. Whilst Robinson
something around 18 feet at
relates one local theory that the
its base, referring to a two
island once had lots of wild pigs
feet high slab top passage
which runs from one of huts
with the stones of the chevaux
into wall which abuts the
de fries placed apart “far enough
wall. This runs almost all way
for the inhabitants of the dun to
Ramparts
Ramparts/terracing
and internal buildings at Dún Dúchatair
through
and
Robinson
run in amongst them when hard
viii
expert, (although in the nearly 10 years
estimates its length at 16 feet
xii
pressed
by the pigs”
pigs
since Williams forwarded his theory my
Just inside the walls, are the ruins of
interpretation is that it has met with
Did they have back walls which have
what appear to be stone huts, similar to
little,
other
than
quizzical,
academic
eroded, were they inland, can they really
those found elsewhere in Bronze and
interest), but...
Somehow, however
Iron age structures.
The limited
be that old? What exactly did the
fanciful, the cliffs at Aengus exude an air
excavations of this site suggest these
Victorians do? Were they the first to
were occupied into the Early Medieval
of permanence, as if they are determined
seriously alter them? They are an enigma
ix
period (c.900AD).
to go nowhere. Fanciful yes, but it is still
providing far more questions than
hard to believe they’ve moved that far.
answers.
We have noted that there has been
Sean Adcock
‘recorded’ erosion at Dúcathair , but
neither it, nor Aengus, appear to have
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