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CRANNOGS.

By Rev. F. 0. Blundell, O.S.B., F.S.A. (Scot.) 

Read 9 Nov., 1923.

/"^RANNOG is a Gaelic word meaning a wooden struc- 
\J ture. In its antiquarian application it denotes an 
island, built for habitation, partly or wholly constructed 
of wood; and though in some few cases exactly similar 
islands have been constructed of stone, this has always 
been where no wood was available.

The history of the subject is well given in an article of 
The Times, i6th Aug. 1922, from which I shall freely 
quote, as being an authority of unquestioned reliability. 
Investigations, we are here told, carried on for over half 
a century have left little room for doubt that there was a 
time when some of the inhabitants of Britain and other 
parts of Europe, chiefly on the ground of greater safety 
from attack, preferred to live on piles, or at all events on 
artificial constructions, surrounded by water.

The study of the subject was first undertaken in Swit­ 
zerland, where drainage works on a large scale had been 
started in the middle of the last century. The lowering of 
the water in these lakes revealed the fact that islands of 
artificial construction occurred very frequently along the 
shore of the lakes. Thus in the Lake of Neuchatel, 35 
lake-dwellings were found in a lake 23 miles long; in the 
Lake of Geneva, in a distance of 20 miles there were 27 
lake-dwellings, and in the neighbouring Lake of Constance 
they may be said to occur every mile along the coast. 
The number of relics found in these islands was very great 
indeed, and enables us to reconstruct the life of the inhabi­ 
tants with considerable detail.
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The continental research in the 'fifties and after caused 
similar excavations to be carried out in the Scottish and 
Irish crannogs, recently discovered by the Arterial Drain­ 
age Commission of those days. At that time analogous 
structures south of Scotland were apparently unknown, 
but later somewhat similar sites were revealed in the meres 
of Norfolk and Suffolk, in London on the Thames, in 
Wales, near the shore of the Llangorse Lake, in Shropshire 
and Buckinghamshire, and in the Holderness district of 
Yorkshire. Few notable examples, however, had been 
found in England until the lake village of Glastonbury, 
discovered by Dr. Bulleid in 1892, was investigated. The 
relics found here date approximately from B.C. 200 to A.D. 
70. The influence of Roman culture had not reached 
these habitations when they were abandoned, and thus 
only late Celtic work has been discovered.

The methods of building may be ranged under four 
types:

I. True pile-dwellings (Pfahlbauten, palafittes, crannogs) are 
built on wooden piles driven thickly into the bed of a shallow part 
of the lake, leaving the tops projecting at a uniform height above 
the water, so as to be capable of supporting a platform. Such 
structures were prevalent in Central Europe and the Swiss lakes 
during the Stone and Bronze Ages.

II. A second method was to erect a series of submerged wooden 
basements in the form of small rectangular compartments, the 
sides of which were formed of horizontal beams laid one above the 
other, like the logs of a Swiss chalet. When the structures 
attained the requisite height above the water, the usual platform 
was laid across. Such dwellings have been found in France and 
North Germany, and are mostly of the Iron Age.

III. A third method was to construct a stockaded island of 
mixed materials timber, trunks of trees, brushwood, earth and 
stones arranged so as to form a firm foundation for a dwelling. 
This was the almost universal plan on which the Scottish and 
Irish crannogs were made.

IV. Lastly, where no wood was procurable, as in the Outer 
Hebrides, the island was constructed entirelv of stone. It is
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interesting to note that in these cases, though the weight of the 
island is much greater than in the wooden structures, still there 
has been less subsidence, the floor of the lake being the solid rock 
covered only by a few inches of peat.

The first island which I personally investigated was 
Eilean Muireach, popularly known as Cherry Island, in 
Loch Ness. I spent two very pleasant afternoons under 
water in a diving dress, and found the construction to be 
just as described in No. III. There appeared, however, 
to be a platform of logs, extending right underneath the 
island, and this we presumed to have been constructed on 
No. II method.

Next year several islands were investigated under the 
auspices of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, who 
kindly made a grant for that purpose. At Loch Bruiach 
much woodwork had previously been laid bare by Col. 
the Hon. Alastair Fraser, brother of the late Lord Lovat, 
on whose ground the lake is. Though in this case also a 
diving dress was used, experience showed that a water 
telescope was almost, as efficient.

In 1910 the British Association appointed a Committee 
to continue the investigation and made a grant to defray 
expenses. With a view to ascertaining what islands were 
thought to be artificial by persons dwelling in the near 
neighbourhood, this Committee issued a circular, of which 
450 copies were sent out. From the replies received, and 
after further careful enquiry, we were enabled to add 
almost 100 examples to those hitherto recorded. The 
islands on Loch Earn in Perthshire, and Loch nan Clachan, 
North Uist, are typical of methods of construction III. 
and IV. The illustration of the latter shows the cause­ 
way to the shore, which existed in almost all these islands, 
though it is now difficult to find in most cases.

In 1914 Mr. Hugh Fraser, M.A., in union with Dr. 
Munro, author of The Lake Dwellings of Europe, and myself 
investigated the island in Loch Kinellen, Strathpeffer.
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Among other interesting finds was a canoe, measuring 24ft. 
9 in. in length, with a beam of 30 inches. This we got 
to shore with great difficulty and lodged in the museum 
at Fort Augustus. The position of this canoe, at the time 
it was found, is almost the strangest thing about it. It 
was found in the centre of the island, four feet below the 
surface; and was not lying flat, but on its edge or gunwale, 
the keel being perpendicular and supported by the wood­ 
work and debris at the back. The conclusion we arrived 
at was that this island was a true palafitte of No. I. con­ 
struction, and that the canoe, probably already past use, 
had been left between the lines of piles, below the platform 
on which the dwellings were. At some period the piles 
had given way and the platform had sunk, the canoe being 
squeezed from a horizontal to a perpendicular position.

Speculating on the question whether any such lake 
dwellings existed in our own district, one is attracted by 
the now drained Martin Mere, between Southport and 
Rufford. One of the most remarkable facts about it is 
the number of canoes which have been found there. 
During the first drainage operations in 1692 no less than 
8 canoes were discovered. Charles Leigh states that they 
were similar to those used in America. In 1861 a large 
canoe was unearthed to the west of Mere Sands Wood, near 
Rufford. It was exhibited at the Great Exhibition, Lon­ 
don, after which it was returned and allowed to decay. 
In 1869 the Preston Chronicle gave an account of the 
finding of a canoe at Brickfield Farm, Rufford. It was 
found in a bed of ripple-marked sand 5 feet below the 
surface of the peat, which covered it. The width of the 
canoe was 2ft. 6in. and the depth ift. Sin. but the length 
is not given.

A canoe was found near the drive of Meols Hall, about 
1890, but was never dug out; also two canoes were found 
during the formation of the Churchtown Gardens Lake. 
These were outside the Mere area.



i. Men of H.M.S. Agincourt. salving it.

2. The Canoe safe ashore. 

LOCH KINELLAN CANOE.



aj
qi

ss
od

 
A

U
BU

I 
jo

 
SU

Q
NL

I.I
.M

YK



Crannogs. 207

A small canoe was found in 1897 m the centre of the 
Mere, nearly at the junction of Waring's ditch with the 
sluice. No description is given, and being left in the ground 
it soon rot'ted away. In April 1899 a canoe was found 
300 yards S.W. of Marley Brow well towards the centre of 
the Mere. It was fully described by Mr. Brodrick and is 
now in the Liverpool Museum. It measures 15 feet long 
and 4ft. at the greatest width. This makes a total of 15 
canoes of which there is authentic record, but Mr. Brod­ 
rick rather unkindly remarks that " many more may have 
been destroyed, as the fanners are of a nature rather prone 
to hide anything of this nature in order to avoid worry ! "

Other antiquities found in the Mere were a stone axe 
found previous to 1700, and a bronze axehead found at 
the same date. In 1899 two bronzes were found, and a 
coin also of bronze, of the reign of the Roman Emperor 
Vespasian.

Were there Crannogs in Martin Mere ? The situation 
was most favourable for such structures; the Mere was a 
large sheet of water, four miles by two; the depth was 
nowhere more than eight to ten feet, a depth easily over­ 
come by the Crannog-builders in other places; there was 
considerable population and activity, as is shown by the 
extraordinary number of canoes actually found. As 
interest in the subject is aroused and the nature of these 
Artificial Islands is better and more widely known, examples 
will be recorded which would otherwise pass unnoticed; 
and I still hope that the drainage work and agricultural 
operations will bring to light one or more in this district.


