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The Heritage and Heritage Tourism Potential of the Uí Maine 

Lordship: Feasibility Study 
Due to the nature of the Irish Research Council Employment-Based Postgraduate Scholarship 

awarded to the present writer, one of the objectives of this archaeological research has been to 

link the more fully understood heritage of the study area with sustainable tourism outcomes. 

This objective was arrived at due to the present writer’s employment as the manager of a 

community-established and maintained social enterprise, whose purpose is to be the 

interpretive resource for an internationally significant archaeological landscape. It is hoped that 

the experience garnered from seven years attempting to develop employment and economic 

activity through promoting cultural heritage in a rural environment can be used as a case study 

in best practice for other areas with similar attributes. 

The present writer intends to use the research carried out in this thesis as a key initiator in the 

development of rural tourism initiatives in the south Roscommon/east Galway region, one that 

has historically been identified as deficient in terms of harnessing its tourism potential. 

Through the present writer’s experience of working in a similar area of high rural tourism 

potential, the present writer will attempt to identify outputs that can serve as templates for 

similar projects in the research area, with themes including but not exclusive to archaeological, 

historical and heritage tourism, outdoor and walking tourism and genealogy. 

To begin with, it has been deemed fruitful to summarise the nature of the community tourism 

social enterprise which serves as the candidate’s employment hub. 

Tulsk Action Group CLG – Rathcroghan Visitor Centre 

Rathcroghan Visitor Centre, Tulsk, Castlerea, County Roscommon, opened in 1999 as a 

community-run interpretive experience and resource hub for the Rathcroghan Archaeological 

Landscape. Rathcroghan is one of a number of provincial prehistoric royal sites in Ireland. It 

is traditionally seen as the symbolic capital of Connacht and the site of great communal 

gatherings or aénaige (Waddell, Fenwick and Barton 2009, 197-223 for a detailed summary). 

It is also currently part of a serial nomination for inclusion as a UNESCO World Heritage Site 

(WHS), under the heading ‘Royal Sites of Ireland’, a group which consists of Navan Fort, Co. 

Armagh (Emain Macha), Knockaulin, Co. Kildare (Dún Ailinne), the Rock of Cashel, Co. 

Tipperary, the Hill of Tara, Co. Meath, and the Hill of Uisneach, Co. Westmeath. 



To gain a full understanding of the Rathcroghan landscape involves interacting with two 

intertwined elements. On the one hand, Rathcroghan is the location of a vast array of 

archaeological monuments, ranging in date from the Neolithic to the later medieval period, 

with the Iron Age (c.500BC – c.400AD) serving as a period of particular focus (Ibid, 198-213). 

Each period is represented in the archaeological record at Rathcroghan, and includes funerary 

monuments, settlement sites, ritual enclosures, ceremonial linear embankments, and even a 

reputed entrance to the Irish ‘Otherworld’. The significance of this multi-period landscape does 

not diminish into the high and late medieval, witnessed by the vast expanse of pre-modern field 

boundaries which cover the plain, while in the wider region of Machaire Connacht, 

archaeological remains at Cloonfree, Tulsk, Ardakillin, Ogulla, Carns, Ballintober and 

Roscommon among others bear testament to a continued societal interaction with the fringes 

of this symbolic capital into the early modern period at least. 

On the other hand, there is the Rathcroghan that is attested to in the manuscript tradition. 

Rathcroghan is often referred to as Cruachan Aí in the literary and historical sources, where it 

also serves as a central location for an extensive corpus of medieval Irish epic literature. For 

instance, Rathcroghan and Carnfree are central locations in the Finn Cycle tale Acallam na 

Senórach (Dooley and Roe 1999). Chief among these medieval tales, which in some cases may 

hold veiled ancestral truths on the use of many of these monuments in the prehistoric period, 

is the Táin Bó Cúailnge, or Cattle Raid of Cooley (Kinsella (trans.) 2002; Carson (trans.) 2009). 

The epic literature provides Rathcroghan as the location and residence of the great warrior 

Queen Medb of Connacht, and setting for a number of the stories that comprise what is known 

as the Ulster Cycle. The combination of these two elements, archaeology and mythology, 

served as the inspiration for the community project which came to fruition in 1999. 

The Rathcroghan landscape consists of over 240 visible archaeological sites, 60 of which are 

recorded as National Monuments. These monuments are scattered over a landscape of 

approximately 6.5 square kilometres. The interpretation of this landscape presents a challenge 

for Rathcroghan Visitor Centre in Tulsk village, which is located some 4km from the core area 

of the landscape.  

When the Centre opened in 1999, the display relied heavily on the presentation of material 

from traditional archaeological and historical academic sources. These included work in the 

1980s published by such scholars as Mary Gormley (Gormley 1989), Michael Herity (Herity 

1983; 1984; 1987; 1988) and John Waddell (Waddell 1983; 1988).  



The only scientific archaeological excavation to have taken place at Rathcroghan to date was 

a test excavation undertaken by Waddell on a monument known as Dathí’s Mound (Waddell 

1988). 

The traditional source material presented in the display was supplemented by the results from 

the ArchaeoGeophysical Imaging Project (AGIP), the Republic of Ireland’s first large-scale, 

multi-method archaeological remote sensing survey, which commenced in 1994. The project, 

undertaken by the National University of Ireland, Galway with Heritage Council funding, 

carried out a programme of intensive topographical and geophysical survey at eleven 

monuments in the Rathcroghan area. The objective was to demonstrate the purpose and 

significance of these diverse monuments through non-invasive, non-destructive and cost-

effective geophysical means that might also identify future targets for possible excavation or 

more refined remote sensing survey. The main results are discussed and illustrated in a 

monograph published in 2009 (Waddell, Fenwick and Barton 2009). However, AGIP also had 

a number of unexpected positive outcomes in the local community.  

During the course of the AGIP remote sensing fieldwork, the landowners at Rathcroghan were 

happy to grant permission for land access to the research project. They enthusiastically offered 

their time in aiding survey data collection, as well as taking great interest and pride in 

considering the results recorded from the monuments on their land. One aspect of this was the 

use of remote sensing techniques which are non-invasive and non-destructive in terms of the 

landscape and any sub-surface archaeological features. The techniques did not impact the fields 

of pasture as might be the case with excavation. The digital images and visualizations produced 

showed the farmers what lay beneath the soils of their fields. 

The establishment of the Tulsk Action Group Ltd in 1996, as AGIP was drawing to its 

conclusion, was the coming together of a section of the local community in order to use the 

Rathcroghan narrative as an economic and touristic resource for the area. The objective was to 

use the archaeological landscape as a resource to develop a long-term revenue and employment 

enterprise in the village of Tulsk. This local interest in harnessing the area for cultural tourism 

built upon interest generated by the academic work in the 1980s and 1990s as well as the results 

from AGIP. The community decided there was a need to present the Rathcroghan landscape in 

a Heritage Centre context. After much endeavour, Tulsk Action Group Ltd obtained funding 

from the Irish Tourist Board, now Fáilte Ireland, who saw the provision of a Centre as a flagship 

project in an area which had had little tourism development. 



The first iteration of the Centre was called the Cruachan Aí Heritage Centre. The exhibition 

largely utilised graphic panels to narrate local mythology and folklore, traditional landscape 

ground and aerial photography, and some of the AGIP remote sensing results. It presented the 

current understanding of the archaeological and mythological landscape through the panels, 

some audio visual presentations and innovative display of some of the more surprising and 

intriguing results of the remote sensing investigations. However, the first interpretive 

expression of the remote sensing results was rather soberly presented, playing a secondary role 

in contrast to the more ‘popular’ epic literature and mythological connections. 

In the period from 1999 to 2020, continued academic investigation of the monuments in the 

Rathcroghan landscape has been undertaken almost exclusively through the use of a suite of 

remote sensing techniques. Advances in technology have resulted in the use of new techniques 

and repeat surveys at higher spatial resolution. Recent work by academic researchers and 

professional practitioners has assisted in the visualisation and presentation of Rathcroghan 

mound and surrounding landscape in new ways. 

Revitalisation of Rathcroghan Visitor Centre 

The availability of more detailed archaeological survey techniques, coupled with embracing 

new techniques, provided the foundational data when the heritage centre, renamed Rathcroghan 

Visitor Centre, embarked on an upgrade of the public presentations in the Centre in 2014. The 

impetus for this upgrade had a number of direct aims, chief among them the requirement to 

replace what was a fifteen year-old interpretive space which had received few updates over 

such an extended period. Another aspect that required improvement was the aforementioned 

dry academic presentation of the archaeology, which was pitched to a narrow, more scholarly 

audience. This arguably alienated more general visitors to the Rathcroghan landscape, and by 

extension, the younger demographics. Indeed general visitor feedback on the first iteration of 

the exhibition found that the high dependency on ground and aerial photography was difficult 

to relate to and for most visitors to gain a meaningful impression of the Rathcroghan landscape. 

Due to these issues, as well as an academic desire to bring the display into line with up-to-date 

research, an approach was arrived at which allowed the new interpretive exhibition to be a 

platform to bring Rathcroghan to a wider and more diverse demographic of the community. 

This in turn served as a stimulus to reinvigorate the Centre and its services. This involved using 

it as a platform from which to re-engage with tourism markets which had moved away from 

the area, as well as attempting to interact with new markets. 



The reinvigoration of the Centre occurred in a number of ways. The displays were developed 

directly through collaboration between the staff of the Visitor Centre, academic researchers 

from NUI Galway, and professional practitioners that has brought forward knowledge of the 

Rathcroghan landscape informed by historical sources and remote sensing techniques. The 

active involvement of the Centre’s staff in the redevelopment of the interpretive facilities 

created a sense of ownership over the public presentation of the Rathcroghan landscape.  

The planning of the upgrade to the facility also allowed for the Visitor Centre to actively engage 

with school groups from primary level up, a situation in which we can tell the unique 

mythological and archaeological story of Rathcroghan while also introducing the next 

generation to the remote sensing technology which is helping us to sustainably progress the 

archaeological discipline.  

Upon completion of the upgrade to the interpretive rooms, the staff felt a desire to ensure that 

all other elements of the social enterprise were brought up to the same standard as the new 

product. Within nine months of the completion, the staff had repainted all interior and exterior 

public spaces in the centre and had arrived upon a theme that would more directly connect the 

café service with the rest of the facility, now called the ‘Táin Café’. The retail offering was 

made more streamlined, and a major focus was put on developing the shop into a rare and 

specialist bookshop, as well as engaging with local craft businesses and operators, in order that 

their products could be showcased. 

This ownership and associated strive for quality has also had a practical effect over the other 

services that the Centre provides, from the guided sites tours, through to the production of 

information panels and archaeological trail booklets. The unique value of this approach is borne 

out when interested and proactive individuals and community groups visit Rathcroghan Visitor 

Centre and the Rathcroghan landscape. This provides an understanding of the organisation and 

work of the Centre due to the presence and ownership of the staff in the ongoing development 

of the Centre.  

Rathcroghan Visitor Centre employs eleven people on a combination of full-time and part-time 

contracts, and is open year-round. The Pobal Community Services Programme (CSP) provides 

a contribution towards the payment of the wages, and all other aspects to do with the 

maintenance, upkeep and progress of the centre is funded through the remuneration generated 

from service users partaking of its offerings. As a result, the effort and pride of the staff to the 

continued operation of Rathcroghan Visitor Centre is vital. This effort has been rewarded, and 



can be seen with the upturn in the amount of service users to the centre and its facilities from 

2014 through to 2019. 

 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018  2019 

Number of Service Users 7,507 9,065 10,106 13,325 19,594 22,259 

% annual increase in number of Service 

Users 

N/A 21% 11.5% 32% 40% 14% 

Number of Tour Visits 1,600 2,321 2,604 3,327 3,762 3,884 

% annual increase in number of Tour Visits .5% 45% 12% 28% 13% 3% 

% annual increase in income generated 62% 35% 30% 33% 21% 26% 

Table 1 – Visitor, Tour and Income statistics Rathcroghan Visitor Centre (2014-2019) 

Rathcroghan Visitor Centre has constantly strived to expand its engagement to be more than 

that provided in the static environment of the indoor interpretive exhibition.  

This is achieved through a number of ways. Rathcroghan Visitor Centre has sought to be an 

integral part of the local community, not least by organising and hosting a number of outreach 

events throughout the year. These range from heritage and related lectures and talks, to cookery 

courses, coffee mornings and charity raffles. Aside from this, opportunities arise to organise 

and host parts of international congresses, such as the hosting of a field-trip for the 2019 Dublin 

Congress of the International Union for Quaternary Research (INQUA). More than this, since 

2014, Rathcroghan Visitor Centre has organised and hosted Ireland’s only annual community 

archaeology conference, which has acted as a forum for community groups and interested 

individuals to present, debate and push forward the disciplines of archaeology and history in 

their own local areas. 

In terms of provision for those wishing to better understand and interact with the Rathcroghan 

experience, the landscape offers many opportunities. The nature of interpreting a large 

archaeological landscape for the visitor lends itself to innovative approaches, something that 

has always been acted upon by the visitor centre team. This includes the development of 

information panels and a driving tour of the archaeological landscape. More recently, members 

of the team wrote the Rathcroghan guidebook (Curley and McCarthy 2018), negotiated the 

successful installation of a collection of local-provenance artefacts into the museum, and 

acquired a tour bus for the Rathcroghan landscape for the first time in its history. 



However, the crowning achievement of the social enterprise to date has been the successful 

funding, as co-ordinators of the Rathcroghan Resource Community, of a five-year Department 

of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM) European Innovation Partnership (EIP) project 

for Rathcroghan. Entitled ‘Sustainable Farming in the Rathcroghan Archaeological 

Landscape’, or Farming Rathcroghan for short, this project seeks to trial innovative measures 

in order to provide options for the local farming community to continue to maintain a livelihood 

in the area while preserving and enhancing the archaeological resource that has routinely 

proven to be a burden to modern agricultural practices. This is one of the first steps taken in 

order to engender an aspiration in the local community that Rathcroghan is a resource for all, 

which can be sustainably harnessed for its economic, social and cultural value. 

All of the above innovations, and others besides, have a potential applicability when attempting 

to develop the heritage resources in the Uí Maine study area, and will be used for inspiration 

in outlining how this might be approached. Prior to this, a summary of the impact of the tourism 

industry in this broad region at the time of writing will be considered. 

The Tourism Industry in Uí Maine Country 

The most up-to-date statistics relating to the tourism industry available to the present writer are 

for the years 2017 and 2018. 

Table 2 – Top-line tourism statistics for the Republic of Ireland in 2017 and 2018 (Data source: CSO/Fáilte Ireland/TSB 
NISRA/Central Bank of Ireland) 

 2017 2018 % change 

Overseas visitors (inc. N. Ireland) 10,338,000 10,947,000 +5.9 

Overseas revenue (inc. N. Ireland) €5.348bn €5.658bn +6 

    

Domestic visitors 9,626,000 10,919,000 +13.4 

Domestic revenue €1.879bn €2.006bn +7 

Total visitors 19,964,000 21,866,000 +15.9 

Total revenue €7.227bn €7.664bn +6 

Understandably, the overseas and domestic tourism market gravitates towards a range of 

holiday hotspots in the Republic of Ireland, and on the island more generally. Locations such 

as Dublin, the Ring of Kerry and Connemara have traditionally served as focal points of this 

trade. More recently, Fáilte Ireland have successfully targeted a series of tourism brands, which 

are designed to attract visitors to different parts of the island, as well as sending tourists to areas 



more in keeping with what they are visiting or travelling around Ireland for. These include the 

Wild Atlantic Way (launched 2014), Ireland’s Ancient East (launched 2015) and Dublin: A 

Breath of Fresh Air (launched late 2016). 

The region of south Co. Roscommon and east Co. Galway, which will henceforth in this 

chapter be described as Uí Maine Country, falls under the most recently-established Fáilte 

Ireland tourism brand, Ireland’s Hidden Heartlands [IHH] (launched 12th April 2018). This 

region, which stretches from Cavan in the north, to east Clare in the south, is defined by the 

River Shannon, and IHH replaced a previous incarnation, known as Ireland’s Lakelands. 

Historically, Uí Maine Country has never been a strong tourism destination, and this is borne 

out in the wider regional visitor numbers and revenue. Revenue and visitor number figures are 

not yet available for the discrete areas of south Roscommon and east Galway as part of the new 

IHH brand, so this argument must be tempered by the more general data available. Due to these 

limitations, the present writer has decided to use the Co. Roscommon tourism statistics as a 

proxy for the Uí Maine Country numbers, due to the attributes shared by both. These 

characteristics include a predominately rural population, the presence of a number of small 

market villages and one larger market town in both cases, and a range of communications routes 

linking the region to the wider island. It is by these criteria that the present writer has concluded 

to use the Roscommon statistics as a proxy for Uí Maine Country. 

Table 3 – Tourism statistics for the past two years which are publicly available on Co. Roscommon. Co. Roscommon has been 
chosen here as a proxy for south Roscommon and East Galway (Uí Maine Country) due to the inclusion of county figures for 
Galway providing an imbalance. * indicates the combining of figures for Longford and Roscommon in 2014 (Data source: 
CSO/Fáilte Ireland/TSB NISRA/Central Bank of Ireland). 

  Ireland Roscommon % of overall 

Visitors  (Domestic 

& Overseas) 

2014 16,167,000 150,000* 0.92 

 2017 19,964,000 184,000 0.92 

Revenue (Domestic 

& Overseas) 

2014 €6,565bn €0.023bn* 0.35 

 2017 €7.227bn €0.045bn 0.62 

As can be seen in Table 3, Roscommon tourism currently contributes less than 1% to both 

visitor numbers and revenue collected throughout the previous decade. However, given the 

development of the IHH tourism brand, as well as the extant and potential tourism resources 

available in Uí Maine Country, the present writer believes that this area is perfectly placed to 



capitalise on future investment and developmental opportunities as part of Fáilte Ireland’s IHH 

tourism proposal. 

Heritage-Based Tourism 

Based upon the qualitative data collected by Fáilte Ireland on what visitors and holidaymakers 

want from their time in Ireland, a persuasive picture emerges on the values and characteristics 

that appeals to the tourist to this island. 

The Fáilte Ireland Tourism Experience Port Survey 2018 asked overseas holidaymakers the 

level of importance or value placed by them on aspects of their expected holiday experience. 

85% of those surveyed cited the importance of them experiencing ‘Interesting history and 

culture’ as part of their holiday. Another 2018 survey aimed at the overseas visitor recorded 

that 2.6 million tourists engaged in hiking or cross-country walking as part of their holiday 

(Fáilte Ireland Research, September 2019, 9, 7). Both of these statistics portray the expectations 

of the overseas visitor to the Irish market, and this will be discussed later in this chapter. 

Considering the overseas tourist interested in exploring Ireland’s history and culture first, 85% 

of the total overseas visitor numbers for 2018 equates to 9.3 million visitors. If even an arbitrary 

figure of 2% of the overall heritage interested overseas visitors was to be attracted to Uí Maine 

Country, it would have amounted to 186,099 tourists in 2018. Considering as 1.9 million 

overseas visitors travelled to the ‘West’ (Galway, Mayo, Roscommon) in the same year, the 

vast majority of which travel the major east-west communication routes in order to achieve this 

visit, then it is not an impossible figure to suggest. 

Statistics relating to the domestic tourism market are framed by the activities engaged in on 

their holiday. The following (Table 4) are the activities engaged in by the group that was polled 

in 2018 (Fáilte Ireland Research, September 2019, 11): 

 

 

 

Table 4 – Activities engaged in by domestic holidaymakers (2018) (Data source: Fáilte Ireland Domestic Omnibus 2018) 

Activity Hiking/ 

Walking 

National 

Parks 

Houses/ 

Castles 

Heritage/ 

interpretive 

centres 

Monuments Museums/art 

galleries 



Engaged 26% 21% 21% 15% 12% 11% 

% overall 

domestic 

holidaymakers 

2,838,940 2,292,990 2,292,990 1,637,850 1,310,280 1,201,090 

These are not inconsequential figures, and indicate very strongly that there is a market for the 

development of heritage-based tourism resources as a means of driving social, economic and 

employment benefit into rural communities, such as the communities of Uí Maine Country. 

Such an approach would need to be broad-based, in order to engage in a substantial cohort of 

both the local host populations, as well as the prospective visitor. 

As such, the present writer has decided to briefly describe the socio-economic character of the 

study area, followed by outlining a series of short, medium, and long-term projects, which 

could be targeted as a means of sustainably harnessing heritage resources to the benefit of rural 

communities in the study area. 

Socio-Economic Character of Uí Maine Country 

The initial first step in developing the concept of Uí Maine Country (this title would be open 

for replacement) would concern the (re)development of an awareness amongst the local 

population as to the origins of their area. The present writer has been struck by the general 

disconnect between the people of the locales explored and their local areas, from the point-of-

view of knowledge of the prehistoric and medieval periods. The origins of this disconnect are 

beyond the scope of the current research, however, they may bear some relationship with the 

general lack of academic research into this geographical area prior to the current study, as 

discussed in Chapter 1. This absence of foundational, high-quality historical and archaeological 

information on the area, as well as the absence of its public dissemination, has ultimately led 

to a lack of interest amongst the local populace in finding out more. In essence, this has a 

negative effect on how people identify themselves with a landscape. This disconnect has been 

seen quite acutely by the present writer in his place of employment at Rathcroghan, where the 

farming community perceived the archaeological heritage of the area in a negative light, due 

to the heavy restrictions placed by legislation upon their agricultural practices, as well as the 

lack of an identifiable future for those wishing to continue to live and work in the area. 

Certainly, a process has begun to attempt to redress this situation with the establishment of the 

Farming Rathcroghan EIP in late 2018. 



This lack of knowledge, pride, and loss of identity with a landscape can have a detrimental 

effect on the people of an area, particularly a disadvantaged one. The case of both Tulsk and 

its surrounding area, and the rural villages and towns of research study area, are that they are 

blighted by unemployment, the growing lack of take up in farm inheritance, migration and 

emigration for work, and the ‘brain-drain’ of the next generation away from these rural areas. 

This ‘vicious cycle’ portrays the landscape as a burden, a limiter to success, and ultimately a 

reason why one may choose to move away from the area. 

These issues are borne out on the Pobal Deprivation Indices, which report for 2016 that a 

substantial number of discrete geographical areas termed ‘Small Areas’ within the study area 

fall into the socio-economic category of ‘Marginally Below Average’ or ‘Disadvantaged’. The 

main market town of the study area, Ballinasloe, possesses a number of ‘Small Areas’ which 

are categorised as ‘Very Disadvantaged’, and one zone reports as ‘Extremely Disadvantaged’ 

(https://maps.pobal.ie/WebApps/DeprivationIndices/index.html). Considering Ballinasloe’s 

location in close proximity to regional economic hubs such as Athlone and Galway, its siting 

next to the major east-west communication routes, and the large amount of educated young 

people graduating from two substantial secondary schools in the town, this is a puzzling 

situation. 

While the present writer is not naïve enough to think that the development of heritage resources 

will be able to greatly improve the socio-economic character of the region, the development of 

sustainable and viable social, and potentially economic and employment, opportunities in the 

areas of heritage, and heritage tourism, can go some of the way to engendering a pride and 

renewed sense of positivity and belonging in the landscape. The model proposed by Historic 

England elicits the range of wellbeing benefits that can be derived from those involved in 

heritage-related activities and projects, from the act of visiting a historic site, through to 

actively volunteering in a heritage-related project. This research indicates that interaction with 

the historic environment can directly promote personal wellbeing, in terms of developing social 

engagement, building resilience, competence and automony, and fostering pride and self-

esteem (Reilly, Nolan and Monckton 2018, iii, Figure A). 

This has been achieved, particularly in a UK context, and range from the reframing of public 

parks to better represent the community of an area, through to the regeneration of depressed 

urban locales in order to tell their story, and remember their significance to an area (Andrews 

https://maps.pobal.ie/WebApps/DeprivationIndices/index.html


2006, 33-9). All of these actions give communities access to and ownership over their heritage, 

and this is something that can also be attempted in the study area. 

Short-Term Approaches 

As regards the short-term approach to developing a community-based heritage project for Uí 

Maine Country, initially, a baseline can be established and information shared, by the proper 

provision of public lectures, talks, schools visits, and the development of booklet material 

(similar to Murphy and O’Conor 2008; Curley and McCarthy 2016; 2018; Conroy 2018; 

O’Conor and Shanahan 2018), based on the research conducted to date. A key intermediary in 

the development of these links between the academic community and the general public and 

local community is the local authority Heritage Officers. All of this helps to raise the profile of 

the topic under inspection, and generate a groundswell of excitement over the project. 

Importantly, it is as much with what the audience can provide, or their experience of an 

environment, monument, or artefact, that can enliven these experiences. Out of these outreach 

events, it could be left to the communities to consider the possibilities for furthering the project, 

and of branding the region in a manner that would represent their shared identities. If a 

consensus and an interest was to result from these conversations, then the next stages of the 

project could begin. This groundwork could also eventually result in the identification of 

candidates in these communities who would be interested in being involved, and becoming 

drivers of some of the medium and long-term projects to be suggested below. 

Thereafter, an inventory could be taken of the currently available heritage resources in the 

study area. From a facilities point-of-view, the Athleague Angling Centre, Derryglad Folk 

Museum and Drum Heritage Centre, Co. Roscommon, and the Battle of Aughrim Interpretive 

Centre, Co. Galway, are the primary operational heritage-related facilities in the study area 

(https://www.discoversuckvalleyway.ie/visitor-centre.php; http://www.drumheritage.ie/; 

https://www.derrygladfolkmuseum.com/; https://www.discoverireland.ie/galway/the-battle-

of-aughrim-visitor-centre) . None of these facilities currently relate anything of the 

archaeological or medieval historical (or indeed prehistoric) origins of this region, and 

approaches would be taken in the medium-term to complementing their exhibits and 

information panels in a measured and consistent manner with information relating to the Ó 

Cellaig lordship in their area. 

In terms of waymarked trails in and around Uí Maine Country, a number are already 

established. These include the Suck Valley Way and the Green Heartlands Cycle Route in Co. 

https://www.discoversuckvalleyway.ie/visitor-centre.php
http://www.drumheritage.ie/
https://www.derrygladfolkmuseum.com/
https://www.discoverireland.ie/galway/the-battle-of-aughrim-visitor-centre
https://www.discoverireland.ie/galway/the-battle-of-aughrim-visitor-centre


Roscommon, both managed by the Roscommon Rural Recreation Development Officer and 

Roscommon LEADER Partnership. Both of these routes either currently, or with slight 

amendments or looped walks, pass by established Ó Cellaig cenn áiteanna and their 

hinterlands, making them very suitable vehicles via which the visitor can engage in and explore 

the Ó Cellaig lordship. The Hymany Way, managed by Aughrim Development Company Ltd. 

in Co. Galway, is already thematically-tied to the history of the Uí Chellaig, and is served by a 

series of informational panels along the course of the route. Much as in the case of the Suck 

Valley Way and the Green Heartlands Cycle Route, the Hymany Way would serve, in the 

medium term, as a very suitable vehicle to expand on the public dissemination of information 

relating to the historic environment. Exploring the possibility of an additional looped walk off 

the Hymany Way to Cluain Tuaiscirt O Máine, and to Kilconnell and Callow Lough would be 

well-spent endeavours in terms of understanding the cultural heritage of the area also. 

In keeping with the utilisation of the waymarked trails, the opportunity which presents itself 

with the national interest in establishing the Beara-Breifne Way as a top-class walking 

experience for domestic and overseas visitors to experience. As stated above, there is a strong 

overseas market attracted to hiking and walking experiences, something which could be 

capitalised on by the Uí Maine Country concept. Considering as both the Hymany Way and 

the Suck Valley Way already form sections of the wider Beara-Breifne Way, the Uí Maine 

Country project, if positioned properly, could become a flagship in terms of promoting and 

maintaining heritage-related walking tourism, as well as indirectly encouraging health and 

wellbeing benefits for the communities who avail of these amenities. 

Medium-Term Approaches 

Progressing from these initial approaches, consideration might next be drawn to the 

development of a series of information panels and signage which could be reasonably and 

inexpensively installed at safe and publicly-accessible locations of historical and 

archaeological interest in the Ó Cellaig lordship area. These could take the form of the saw-

horse interpretive panels, which are already successfully in place in predominantly agricultural 

environments such as Rindoon and Rathcroghan, both Co. Roscommon. 



 

Plate 1 – Saw-horse information panel, located in the remains of a tower house castle at Tulsk Dominican Priory, Co. 
Roscommon (Author’s photograph). 

These information panels, and indeed the project as a whole, should also be promoted through 

social media relating to the aforementioned trails and cycle routes. Social media platforms 

could also be utilised as a means of attracting interest in the project and their progress, as well 

as whetting the appetite of those interested in a broad range of themes, from biodiversity, 



through to genealogy, and of course, the understanding and promotion of aspects of society 

and life in later medieval Gaelic Connacht.  

Some form of summary information and more detail relating to the area surrounding the 

aforementioned existing heritage centre facilities could be established also, all the while 

building the identity and brand of the region amongst local and visitor alike. In time, this could 

correspond with a smartphone application and/or paper literature which enables the visitor to 

drive from one site of interest or interpretive facility to the next, thus connecting the entire 

region for the visitor. 

In the medium-term, and with the meaningful engagement of the two local authorities in the 

study area, feasibility studies should be conducted to identify additional heritage resource hubs 

for Uí Maine Country, which, following the approach taken in Tulsk, must be village or market 

town-centred, so as to drive economic and employment benefit to the nearest gateway hub 

which can sustain and derive greatest indirect value from increased interest in the area. This 

comes in the form of accommodation services, transportation services, souvenirs and gifts, 

refreshments, and the laying on of regular events and entertainments. Candidate locations for 

these resources hubs could be Ballinasloe, Kilconnell and Knockcroghery, while also 

developing the existing hubs of Athleague and Aughrim, in particular, which should be 

undertaken as a priority. One obstacle which must be recognised and addressed relates to cases 

where the heritage resource is located at a geographical remove from the modern community 

hubs which possess and infrastructure and logistically ability to accommodate tourism traffic. 

Any divergence or ownership debate which might emerge over the location of the resource, as 

opposed to where the economic and possible employment benefit is perceived to being 

harnessed, must be handled diplomatically, with a view to informing any protests of the 

ultimate value being leveraged for the area, as opposed to a ‘them/us’ divide occurring within 

the Uí Maine Country communities. 

One of the outputs which the present writer intends to achieve from the current doctoral 

research in the medium-term is the editing of the study into a monograph suitable for 

publication. If this is to be achieved, the present writer would hope to accompany it with a 

companion fieldguide or guidebook, which would be more suitable for consultation in the field, 

and written in a manner that would be more open, and accessible to a non-specialist but 

nevertheless well-read audience. It would be hoped that this would serve as one of a number 

of awareness-generating opportunities for the Uí Maine Country project. The viability of such 



a publication is validated by comparison with the guidebook published by Rathcroghan Visitor 

Centre in 2018, entitled Rathcroghan: The Guidebook, which at time of writing has sold 952 

copies, the entire proceeds of which provide a key financial return to the operations of the 

community social enterprise in Tulsk (Curley and McCarthy 2018). Interestingly, while the 

academic monograph is likely to have a limited shelf-life, and eventually go out of print, the 

less expensive guidebook-format is open to being repeatedly revised, updated and reprinted, as 

new visitors are attracted to the area. 

In the medium-term, opportunities should be explored in the realm of developing a community-

based archaeological survey project or projects in Uí Maine Country, in order to continue to 

build and further investigate the current research. In order to achieve this, the present writer 

would advise that the project be embedded within the research aims of The Connacht Project, 

the inter-disciplinary and collaborative research initiative by the School of Humanities and 

School of Geography and Archaeology, NUI Galway, under the joint direction of an tOllamh 

Máirín Ní Dhonnchadha, for its historical and literary component, and Professor John Waddell, 

Dr Kieran O’Conor and Joseph Fenwick for its archaeological component 

(https://www.nuigalway.ie/colleges-and-schools/arts-social-sciences-and-celtic-

studies/geography-archaeology-irish-studies/disciplines/archaeology/research/ireland-

atlantic-europe/the-connacht-project/). 

The ethos of the Connacht Project is as follows: 

‘The principal aim of the Project, which is divided into three related parts, is to combine data 

from the extremely rich literary and surviving historical sources relating to the province with 

the extensive archaeological evidence from the region to understand the development of 

society and the landscape in Connacht from the earliest times but mainly from later prehistory 

to more recent times. An important question for the Project, too, is to comprehend how early 

and later medieval peoples in Connacht viewed their landscape and how they explained its 

evolution over time, as well as the contemporary world around them. Furthermore, using the 

rich dataset and inter-disciplinary evidence from Connacht, the Project aspires to take part in 

current international debates about how society, settlement and landscape developed, 

particularly throughout these islands and north-western Europe. 

Lastly, as the research evolves, it has become abundantly clear to the academic participants in 

the Connacht Project that local communities throughout the province in recent years have 

become increasingly interested in their heritage, for a variety of economic, educational and 

https://www.nuigalway.ie/colleges-and-schools/arts-social-sciences-and-celtic-studies/geography-archaeology-irish-studies/disciplines/archaeology/research/ireland-atlantic-europe/the-connacht-project/
https://www.nuigalway.ie/colleges-and-schools/arts-social-sciences-and-celtic-studies/geography-archaeology-irish-studies/disciplines/archaeology/research/ireland-atlantic-europe/the-connacht-project/
https://www.nuigalway.ie/colleges-and-schools/arts-social-sciences-and-celtic-studies/geography-archaeology-irish-studies/disciplines/archaeology/research/ireland-atlantic-europe/the-connacht-project/


social reasons. In response to this growing interest, the Project will endeavour to share its 

research with local communities and heritage networks throughout the province but most 

particularly in Co. Roscommon. This has involved numerous lectures and the preparation of 

guidebooks, guide-leaflets and Information Boards for important monuments and 

archaeological complexes in the county to enhance the cultural tourism experience at these 

places. This will bring a sense of pride of place, an awareness of cultural value and an 

economic gain to the parishes and regions in which these monuments and complexes are 

located.’ (Waddell, Fenwick, and O'Conor, The Connacht Project: Introduction to the 

Connacht Project, 2020) 

The present writer would see the aims of what is being suggested for Uí Maine Country as very 

complementary with that of the Connacht Project, thus serving as an ideal framework within 

which to operate, as well as developing a partnership with the university which is most in tune 

with the needs of western Ireland.  

As to how the proposed ongoing archaeological survey work would manifest itself, the present 

writer would look at the lessons learned at the long-established archaeological field schools 

which have successfully operated in the west of Ireland for inspiration and detail. These would 

include, but not be limited to: the Castles in Communities – Ballintober Castle Archaeological 

Field school in Co. Roscommon, the Achill Archaeological Field school, Co. Mayo, the Lough 

Key Archaeological Project, Co. Roscommon, the Caherconnell Archaeology Field School, 

Co. Clare, and the Galway Archaeological Field school, which has to date focussed on Isert 

Kelly tower house and environs, Co. Galway All of these field schools are either directly or 

indirectly linked to NUI Galway. Ideally, the fieldwork would be an annual occurrence, 

utilising a combination of remote sensing investigations and targeted limited excavation in 

order to answer specific research questions of the most prospective archaeological monuments 

in Uí Maine Country. 

The beauty of the above cited field schools is that they are embedded in the communities that 

they operate from. Not least does it assist the economic viability of rural villages and the 

hinterland (in the form of rented accommodation, improving the viability of rural shops, pubs 

and food outlets etc.), but it again engenders a pride and interest from the local populations in 

their own heritage, due to it being ‘valued’ enough to being inspected by academic disciplines. 

However, supplementary to the approach taken by the above field schools, the present writer 

would propose that the any and all archaeological survey work be undertaken with a 



‘community archaeology’ approach in mind. Marshall outlined the explicit methodology for 

community archaeology in 2002, involving the community as follows: 

‘[the methodology] should include seven components. These concern all parts of an 

archaeological project from the initial point of devising research questions or areas of interest, 

to setting up a project, field practices, data collection, analysis, storage and dissemination, and 

public presentation.’ (Marshall 2002, 211) 

This level of community ownership and control over the project is critical in the mind of the 

present writer, in order to ensure that the project develops a longevity that runs beyond the 

immediate period. The proposed level of involvement would therefore conform to the fourth 

or final threshold of community interaction with heritage, as defined by Kador in his 2014 

paper on observations of community archaeology in Ireland: 

‘The final threshold is community-based archaeology in which members of the public who 

are not professionally trained archaeologists have a large degree of control over all aspects of 

the planning and running of the project. Although there might be professional or academic 

archaeological partners, the community maintains the lion’s share of intellectual copyright, 

and the right to publish and present their work.’ (Kador 2014, 36).  

The present writer would view the inclusion of the community in as many aspects of an 

archaeological survey or research excavation project to be crucial, not least because it may 

encourage additional institutions to explore the region, based not only on the value of the 

archaeological and heritage resources being revealed and better understood, but also on the 

innovative model of enquiry that has been adopted. Such an approach will go a long way to 

retaining the project’s relevance for a long period, thus increasing the social and economic 

value of the project to the area as a result. At the outset of engaging in these surveys, it is 

envisaged that targets of archaeological investigation should be drawn from among the series 

of sites discussed in the current research. As new information is uncovered, future targets can 

be approached, and new research questions asked. Chapter 9 outlined a number of candidate 

sites for inspection. 

It is proposed that, in the medium-term, it could also be a suitable opportunity to embark upon 

organising between one and three annual events tied to the heritage project, either as stand-

alone events or connected with annual festivals or engagements that already take place in the 

region. The potential to connect with a national annual event such as the Ballinasloe Horse 

Fair, the origins of which were discussed in Chapter 6, is one option. Indeed, any of the fair 



days described over the course of the research could be targeted as suitable locations, within 

which one could embark on an event or events related to the Uí Maine Country brand. 

It would also be possible to harness the genealogical tourism potential of Uí Maine Country, 

both through an annually organised event, as well as maximising the resources provided by 

existing and additional family history researchers in the region. The Clan Gathering concept is 

one that has become well-established in recent years in certain quarters, allowing the Irish 

diaspora to engage with their ancestry and family trees. The Central Statistics Office indicates 

that the Kelly surname is routinely the second most common name amongst children born in 

Ireland. Globally, Kelly is regarded as the second most common Irish surname amongst the 

entire diaspora, bettered only by Murphy in popularity. All of this spells of the possibilities 

available if family research tourism is approached in a suitable manner in Uí Maine Country. 

The present writer is aware of the Kelly Clan Association as an active association with a bi-

annual gathering, while the senior line of the Ó Cellaig is represented by the holder of the title 

of O'Kelly de Gallagh et Tycooly, Robert O’Kelly of Naas. However, the most active clan 

association in the wider region appears to be the O’Mannion Clan Association, which could 

serve as an excellent role model from which to base any future approaches to this field. In time, 

a centre of genealogical research could be established, at a central point in Uí Maine Country, 

such as Ballinasloe, where those wishing to trace not just Ó Cellaig ancestry, but all of the 

service kindred and other traditional, and more recent additions, to the region can be research, 

and their questions answered. 

Long-Term Approaches 

The long-term focus of such a project should centre on its sustainability, and cautious 

continuous growth. Given that this approach would arguably be the first instance nationally 

where a cultural heritage brand was to be attached to a specific historic region, it could serve 

in turn as a role model for sustainable heritage projects elsewhere on the island. This 

proposition has taken inspiration from the successful natural heritage landscape projects such 

as the BurrenLife project in Clare and south Galway, the AranLife project on the Aran Islands, 

as well as the heritage-based Farming Rathcroghan EIP, which the present writer has been 

involved in from the outset, albeit its area of focus is geographically much narrower than what 

is being proposed here. 

As a result, it is envisioned that the long-term approaches to the project would be broad-based 

and flexible enough to adapt to the challenges it faces as it hopefully grows. Potential 



adaptations and evolutions of the project could relate to the establishment of an interpretive 

centre, museum and resource hub for Uí Maine Country, which would obviously be a welcome 

undertaking. The development of a scheme enabling landowners and farmers to operate as local 

tour guides for their individual landscapes would also be a reasonable long-term goal to 

achieve. 

In essence, the longest-term approach would be one which raises the sense of place and the 

elevation of a sense of identity and pride amongst the people of the region, a pride that is rooted 

in the cultural and natural heritage that surrounds them. 

Outreach Undertaken to Date 

To date, the present writer has engaged in a number of outreach events, which could be 

considered as being part of the first steps indicated in the section entitled ‘Short-term 

approaches’. These are outlined in the below table: 

Table 10.5 – Table outlining the local outreach conducted in ‘Uí Maine Country’ and nearby in years two and three of the 
doctoral research. 

Title Event & Location Date 

Reconstructing the Lough Croan cenn áit 

of the medieval Ó Cellaig lordship of Uí 

Maine 

Rathcroghan Conference 2019 – 

Archaeology Above & Below, 

Tulsk, Co. Roscommon  

7th April 

2019 

Reconstructing the Lough Croan cenn áit 

of the medieval Ó Cellaig lordship of Uí 

Maine 

Meeting of the Co. Roscommon 

Historical and Archaeological 

Society, Strokestown, Co. 

Roscommon 

14th May 

2019 

O’Kelly Lordship of Uí Maine: 1100-

1600 

Loughrea Medieval Festival, 

Loughrea, Co. Galway 

24th August 

2019 

Reconstructing the Lough Croan cenn áit 

of the medieval Ó Cellaig lordship of Uí 

Maine 

Dysart Rural Men’s Group & 6 

local National Schools, Co. 

Roscommon 

26th 

November 

2019 

Aside from this, the present writer has worked with a small number of communities over the 

course of the research. Discussions and input has ranged from assisting in preparing 

representations to local authorities regarding the development of their heritage resources, 

assisting in the application process for grant funding, the development of information signage 



at one Ó Cellaig cenn áit, and contributing on a number of fieldtrips relating to the archaeology 

of these areas. 

To date, the present writer has worked primarily with the following: 

- Aughrim Development Company, and members of the ‘Aughrim Remembered’ 

conference organising committee, Co. Galway. 

- Members of the Lough Croan community, Dysart Rural Men’s Group and primary 

schools in this area of Co. Roscommon. 

- Members of the Mote Park Conservation Group, Co. Roscommon. 

- Members of the Athleague community, Co. Roscommon. 

Aside from this, the present writer has presented a case to the Heritage Officer in Roscommon 

County Council to include research and development efforts relating to the Ó Cellaig lordship 

of Uí Maine into the next iteration of the Roscommon County Council Heritage Plan, which is 

scheduled to be enacted in 2022. A letter of support to this effect is attached. The Heritage 

Officer in Galway County Council has also expressed their support and willingness to assist in 

developing outputs relating to the research, should they be complementary to the aims of the 

Galway County Council Heritages Plans, present and future. 

Subject to there being an appetite amongst the communities of Uí Maine Country for this to 

continue, the present writer will make a commitment to progressing with this type of work in 

some form. 

Summary and Conclusions 

In order to summarise what is being conceived as regards a proposed multi-pronged community 

heritage project for Uí Maine Country, it is divided in the following: 

Short-term approaches (Year 1 & 2): 

- Public dissemination of research to date. 

- Gauge interest and seek commitment from communities and investment and support 

from local authorities. 

- Establish inventory of currently available assets. 



- Create the public presence for the project, a brand identity, and generate awareness and 

interest. 

Medium-term approaches (Year 3, 4 & 5): 

- Develop information panels for inclusion on established walking and cycling routes, 

lobby for the inclusion of identified loops to specific points of heritage interest. 

- Establish a series of local hubs for information and interpretation of the research, 

engage in a feasibility study to explore the need/benefit of creating a central hub for the 

project area. 

- Publish academic monograph and field guide/guidebook for the Ó Cellaig lordship of 

Uí Maine. 

- Inaugurate a community-based archaeological field school for Uí Maine Country, in 

order to initiate ongoing research into the lordship and answer current and future 

research questions. 

- Develop a genealogical resource centre for Uí Maine Country, which can be used to 

attract those seeking more information on their ancestors in the region. Couple this with 

one or more events that become part of a calendar of events linked to the heritage of 

the region. 

Long-term approaches (Year 6 and on): 

- If a central hub is advocated for, this should be operational at this point. 

- Schemes should be in place to assist the community in actions relating to the further 

interaction with their heritage, such as training community tour guides. 

- Explore approaches that will lead to the continuing sustainability and cautious 

expansion of the project into the future. 

The present writer firmly believes that the heritage resources located in what has been termed 

Uí Maine Country are not only deserving of preservation, conservation, better interpretation 

and further study, but that the approach outlined in this chapter would enable this heritage to 

sustainably contribute to the economic and social fabric of this region, if harnessed and utilised 

in a meaningful and egalitarian manner. 
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