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Top: Fig. 8—Location map of the features excavated at Tullaghoge 

during 2014 and 2015 (Brian Sloan). 

Left: Fig. 9—UAV (unmanned aerial vehicle) view of the drip-gully 

under excavation in 2015 (David Craig). 

Above: Fig. 10—The drip-gully associated with the medieval hall 

under excavation in 2015 (Colm Donnelly).

hill. These investigations have provided a wealth of new 
information on life at Tullaghoge over the centuries.  

An early Mesolithic lithic assemblage was retrieved in an 
area overlooking the Killymoon River, which would have made 
an ideal setting for a prehistoric habitation and represents the 
first tangible evidence for the period in County Tyrone. Similarly, 
excavation in the area being developed for the site’s new carpark 
revealed evidence for middle Neolithic occupation in the form 
of features associated with prehistoric pottery that returned a 
radiocarbon date of 3653–3524 BC. Early medieval agricultural 
activity was evidently undertaken on the hillslope. A cereal-
drying kiln (‘Kiln 1’) comprising a circular pit, 2.5m wide, 0.4m 
deep and filled with charred barley and oats, returned a 

radiocarbon date of AD 606–668. A second kiln (‘Kiln 2’) 
excavated to the immediate south of the enclosure had a figure-
of-eight-shaped chamber with a substantial flue and measured 
6.2m in length and 1.76m in width. The interior of the kiln 
contained charred barley and oats and returned a radiocarbon 
date of AD 722–985. The excavation programme also allowed an 
opportunity to investigate two boulders in the field to the south-
east of the monument to see whether any features associated with 
the Leac na Ríogh might be identified, although nothing of 
archaeological significance was discovered in either trench.  

The excavation at the site of the new carpark, however, 
revealed two oval areas measuring 5m by 3m and 7m by 3m 
respectively, which were interpreted as the footprints for two 
small houses dating from the eleventh to thirteenth centuries AD. 
In addition, evidence for a third building was revealed as a 
shallow trench, 40cm deep, that enclosed a rectangular space 
measuring 15m by 9m. This was a drip-gully, designed to carry 
rainwater falling from a building’s thatched roof away from the 
area around its walls, and is a feature commonly associated with 
cruck-built houses. The artefacts and radiocarbon dates associated 
with the drip-gully indicate that it belonged to the sixteenth 
century and evidently the excavation had found the location of a 
large house, most probably a hall, perhaps similar to those 
described by Richard Stanihurst in 1584 when he wrote that 

Gaelic lords had ‘halls, quite large and spacious, which are 
shaped and fashioned out of clay and mud … covered for the 
most part with thatch from the fields’. It is at this point that we 
can also reflect on the large thatched building in the interior of 
the enclosure that Bartlett drew in 1602, which seems to be a 
building similar to the one revealed during the excavation.   
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Above: Fig. 11—

Reconstruction drawing of 

the sixteenth-century cruck-

built hall by Philip Armstrong 
(©Crown DfC Historic 
Environment Division). 

Cover image: Looking north 

from Tullaghoge towards 

Cookstown, with the Sperrin 

Mountains in the distance 

(Jim Kerr).
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confederation, the English army under Lord Mountjoy moved 
into Tyrone and arrived at Tullaghoge in September 1602, when 
Mountjoy ‘brake down the stone where the Oneales were wont 
to be created, being of stone, set in the open field’.  
 
 

English cartographers and the 
Plantation 
 
The destruction of the Leac na Ríogh was a politically motivated 
action designed to ensure that no more Ó Néills might be 
crowned at Tullaghoge. It is somewhat ironic, therefore, that the 
best evidence that we have for the appearance of the chair and 
the Ó Néill inauguration ceremony is to be found in the works 
of contemporary English map-makers. A map of Ulster from c. 
1602 depicts an inauguration ceremony at Tullaghoge, with 
seven individuals (probably the leaders of the lucht tighe) 
gathered around the new ruler. One individual holds what 
appears to be a shoe over the head of the Ó Néill, most likely 

to indicate to the new lord that he should walk worthily in the 
footsteps of his predecessors. A pictorial map by Richard Bartlett, 
who accompanied Mountjoy, depicts the wooded hilltop at 
Tullaghoge. Within the enclosure are two thatched houses, one 
of which is larger than the other, and there are two gateways 
into the interior of the enclosure, with a pathway leading down 
to the Leac na Ríogh on the hillslope to the south of the 
enclosure. Bartlett also provided a more detailed drawing of the 
stone chair and from this we can see that it took the form of a 
boulder framed on three sides with large stone slabs.  

During the Ulster Plantation the land around Tullaghoge was 
granted in 1610 to Robert Lindsay, and a survey of 1619 
declared that his widow and family were living in a timber 
house within the enclosure. A subsequent survey of 1622, 
however, noted that the Lindsay family had moved to the base of 
the hill, occupying a ‘little thatched house’ of stone and clay, 

Introduction 
 
Tullaghoge Fort (NISMR TYR038:016; H8250074300) is a 
scheduled monument in State Care in the townland of 
Ballymully Glebe near the village of Tullyhoge, some 3km 
south of Cookstown, Co. Tyrone. A prominent feature in the 
landscape, the site comprises a circular earthwork enclosure 
planted with mature trees and set on top of a drumlin that 
offers wonderful panoramic views across the surrounding 
countryside, even on the most overcast of days. Tullaghoge 
(Tulach Óg, ‘hillock of the youths/warriors’) was the 
inauguration place of the Ó Néill rulers of Tír Eoghain during 
the late medieval period and, as such, it was a major centre of 
political power in Ulster.  

The Ó Néill originated from within the Cenél nÉogain of 
Inishowen, Co. Donegal, who had expanded their territory 
across the Sperrins into east Tyrone in the eleventh century, and 
it is quite probable that Tullaghoge was taken from the previous 
rulers of the region, the Uí Thuirtre of the Airgialla. The site is 
first mentioned in the Annals of Ulster under the year 914, 
when it was the location for a peace agreement between the 
Cenél nÉogain and the Ulaid, an event that suggests the site’s 
political importance prior to the arrival of the Cenél nÉogain. 
An attack on the Ulaid inauguration centre at Cráeb Telcha 
(Crew Hill, near Glenavy, Co. Antrim) in 1099 saw the Cenél 
nÉogain cut down that site’s bile (sacred tree), an action that led 
to a counter-attack in 1111, when the Ulaid despoiled 
Tullaghoge and cut down its sacred trees in revenge. These 
actions indicate that such trees were important elements of 
inauguration sites, as were sacred wells, and we can note that 
the first-edition Ordnance Survey six-inch map of 1832–4 
depicts two wells on the summit of the hilltop at Tullaghoge.  
 

 

The Ó Néill lordship of Tír Eoghain 
and the Leac na Ríogh 
 
The first explicit reference to the use of the site for an Ó Néill 
inauguration is in 1432, when the Annals of Ulster inform us 
that Eóghan, the son of Niall Óg Ó Néill, was made king, ‘and 
he went to Tullach-oc and was crowned on the flagstone of the 
kings there by the will of God and men, bishops and ollams’. 
The flagstone mentioned in this account was the Leac na Ríogh, 
‘the flagstone of the kings’, on which the Ó Néill ruler was 
inaugurated. Such an important location required security and 
this duty fell to the Uí Ágáin (O’Hagan) lineage, who, in their 
prestigious role as hereditary guardians of the site, held the 
surrounding land as Ballyhagan (Baile Uí Ágáin, ‘O’Hagan’s 
settlement’). Part of the lucht tighe, the service kindreds that 
supported the Ó Néill lordship, by hereditary right the Uí Ágáin 
presided over the crowning of the Ó Néill during the 
inauguration ceremony. The last Ó Néill to be inaugurated at the 
site was Aodh Ó Néill (Hugh O’Neill, 2nd Earl of Tyrone) in 
1595 at the start of the Nine Years War (1594–1603). After the 
Battle of Kinsale in 1601 and the defeat of the Gaelic 

Above: Fig. 1—Detail from a map of Ulster drawn c. 1602, showing 

an inauguration ceremony at Tullaghoge (National Maritime Museum). 

Right: Fig. 2—Richard Bartlett’s pictorial map of c. 1602, showing 

Dungannon Castle and Tullaghoge (National Library of Ireland).

Far left: Fig. 3—Detail from 

Bartlett’s c. 1602 map, 

showing the enclosure at 

Tullaghoge with the Leac na 
Ríogh located to the south 

side of the hill (National 
Library of Ireland). 

Left: Fig. 4—Replica 

inauguration chair erected 

in 2015 as part of the site’s 

new visitor provision 
(Colm Donnelly). 

Below: Fig. 5—UAV 

(unmanned aerial vehicle) 

view of the enclosure at 

Tullaghoge (Jim Kerr). 

Above: Fig. 6—View across the fosse in the interior of the enclosure 

at Tullaghoge (Jim Kerr). 

Right: Fig. 7—‘Plan of Tullaghog’ in 1849, published in the Ulster Journal 
of Archaeology in 1857 (Ulster Archaeological Society).

and that ‘onely there is a smale frame of timber erected within 
the Bawne for a litle dwelling house, but without Walls or 
covering and no use made, either of that or of this Bawne’. The 
enclosure’s long history of use was now at an end. 

 
 The enclosure 

 
The circular enclosure measures 90m in diameter and is entered 
through a gap in the outer bank. This bank, some 3.5m wide 
and 2.5m high, is one of two that encircle the monument, with 
a flat fosse, 12–15m wide, between them; a causeway leads 
though a gap in the inner bank to the interior, which comprises 
an area of some 700m2. First impressions might suggest this to 
be an early medieval bivallate ringfort, but the enclosure does 
not appear to have had an outer ditch, while its banks are not 
set closely together and it does not conform to typical ringfort 
morphology. That said, the Crown survey of 1619 described the 
site as ‘a good strong Bawne of Earth, with a Quick-set Hedge 
upon it, and a Ditch about it’. This might suggest that there was 
once an external ditch around the enclosure, as Bartlett’s 
drawing seems to depict, but a geophysical survey in 2008 
failed to find any evidence for a ditch and it remains equally 
possible that the site originated as a prehistoric enclosure, 
possibly a henge monument. What can be said for certain, 
however, is that the site has not changed significantly since it 
was first surveyed in 1849. This plan was published in the 1857 
edition of the Ulster Journal of Archaeology and depicts a 
complex monument with two concentric sets of banks and 
irregular earthen features in the fosse, surrounding an open 
central area. A modern digital LiDAR survey of the site has 
demonstrated that the 1849 plan is remarkably accurate.  
 
 

Recent archaeological 
investigations 
 
Modern archaeological excavations have not been undertaken 
within the enclosure, although we know that an antiquarian 
investigation was carried out in the early nineteenth century—
the faint scar of their trench can still be noted as a slight 
depression in the south-eastern section of the interior. 
Archaeological investigations have, however, been conducted in 
recent decades, as part of efforts by the Mid-Ulster District 
Council (MUDC) to better publicise and present the site to the 
public and working in tandem with the Historic Environment 
Division (HED) of the Department for Communities. 
Geophysical surveys were undertaken by Queen’s University 
Belfast on the hillslopes in 2006, 2008, 2013 and 2014, and this 
led to excavations in 2014 and 2015 in advance of the 
construction of a new access road and carpark at the foot of the 
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