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Drive the back roads of Clare, Meath or Donegal and you will pass circular rings of raised earth or stone
sitting in the middle of otherwise ordinary fields - ploughed around, never through. Farmers who would level
anything else leave these alone, and surveys have recorded commonly more than 40,000 of them across the
island. They are not forts and no fairies built them, yet the name has stuck for well over a thousand years.
This is Guide 012 in The Love Ireland Guide series.

What a Fairy Fort Actually Is

A "fairy fort" is the folk name for a ringfort - in Irish a rath, lios, caiseal, cathair or dun, words that survive in
thousands of place names like Rathmines, Lismore and Cahir. Most are early medieval enclosed farmsteads,
built roughly between 500 and 1000 AD, consisting of a circular bank and outer ditch that ringed a house,
outbuildings and livestock pens. Earthen examples are usually called raths; those built of dry-stone walling



are cashels. The National Monuments Service maintains the public Historic Environment Viewer that maps

the recorded sites, so you can look up the ring in your local field by name and classification.

Many ringforts also conceal a souterrain - an underground stone-lined passage used for cold storage and as
a bolt-hole in times of raiding. It is these dark, echoing tunnels, half-collapsed and opening unexpectedly
underfoot, that did a great deal to earn these sites their otherworldly reputation.

Forts You Can Actually Walk

Several of Ireland's finest stone ringforts are managed as visitor sites. Caherconnell Stone Fort in the Burren,

County Clare, is a remarkably intact cashel with an on-site archaeology display and sheepdog
demonstrations, excavated by its own resident team. On the largest Aran Island, Dun Aonghasa is a

spectacular stone promontory fort perched on a sea cliff, cared for by the Office of Public Works alongside

other national monuments. For a sense of how a fort would have looked when lived in, Discover Ireland's

listings point to reconstructed ringfort-and-crannég sites where the banks, palisades and houses have been
rebuilt.

Why Nobody Dares Touch Them

In folk tradition, ringforts are the dwelling places of the aos si - "the good people," a name used precisely
because it is thought unwise to call the fairies anything blunt. Interfering with a fort, ploughing it, grazing it
carelessly, or above all cutting the lone hawthorn (whitethorn, sceach gheal) that often grows on or beside it,
was believed to invite ruin, illness or worse. Stories of this kind are preserved in enormous number in the
National Folklore Collection, including the 1930s Schools' Collection in which children across the country

wrote down what their neighbours believed about the forts near home.

The belief still carries real-world weight. Roadbuilders have been known to reroute schemes around
significant trees and monuments, and Transport Infrastructure Ireland routinely commissions archaeological

assessment before major road projects - work that, folklore aside, is a legal requirement rather than a
superstition.

The Law Behind the Legend

The reason you genuinely should not take a digger to a fairy fort has nothing to do with curses. Ringforts are
protected archaeological monuments under the National Monuments Acts, and damaging or interfering with
one is a criminal offence. Finds turned up during any legitimate excavation - brooches, querns, bone pins,
early iron tools - are the property of the State and are curated by the National Museum of Ireland. In other

words, the farmer's instinct to plough around the ring and the archaeologist's legal duty to leave it undisturbed
happen to point in exactly the same direction.
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Reading a Fort in the Field

Once you know the signs, ringforts are easy to spot. Look for a near-perfect circle, typically 20 to 60 metres
across, defined by a raised bank with a ditch outside it; the single entrance usually faces east, away from the
prevailing south-westerly weather. A solitary, wind-bent hawthorn standing apart in a field is often the
giveaway for a levelled or low fort. For a guided introduction to the wider archaeological landscape - and to
check what is protected before you explore - the Heritage Ireland network of OPW sites is the best place to

start.

Myths Worth Retiring

Myth: Fairies built the fairy forts. They were built by ordinary farming families more than a thousand years ago
as everyday homesteads. The supernatural associations attached themselves long after the sites fell out of
use and became grassy rings of unknown origin.

Myth: It's "illegal to touch a fairy fort because of the fairies.” It is illegal, but because ringforts are protected
national monuments - the legal protection is archaeological, and it predates no curse.

Myth: Every circular bump in a field is a fairy fort. Some are, but ploughed-out enclosures, modern stock rings
and natural mounds are often mistaken for them. The recorded monument maps exist precisely so the real
sites can be told apart from the lookalikes.

Frequently Asked Questions

Can | visit a fairy fort?

Yes - managed sites such as Caherconnell and DUn Aonghasa are open to the public, and many
unmanaged forts sit on common or roadside land. For forts on private farmland, always ask the landowner's

permission first and keep to field edges.

Is it really bad luck to cut a lone hawthorn?

That is the traditional belief, and it is taken seriously enough that solitary thorns are frequently left standing in
otherwise cleared fields. Whatever you make of the folklore, leaving old trees and monuments undisturbed is
both good manners and, for the monuments, the law.

How old are ringforts?

Most date from the early medieval period, roughly 500 to 1000 AD, when they served as defended
farmsteads. Some sites show earlier or later activity, but the great age of ringfort building in Ireland was firmly
in the first millennium.
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Official websites mentioned

National Monuments Service: archaeology.ie

Caherconnell Stone Fort: caherconnell.com

Dun Aonghasa: heritageireland.ie

Discover Ireland: discoverireland.ie

National Folklore Collection: duchas.ie
Transport Infrastructure Ireland: tii.ie

National Museum of Ireland: museum.ie
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