Irish Place Names

Most Irish place-names are English versions of Gaelic/lrish language place-
names. These place names usually reflect the physical description of the place,
be it natural or man made.

Tracing the history or even the location of a place-name is not always an easy
task. Ireland is divided into 32 counties, which are in turn divided into baronies
and parishes. These parishes are made up of over 60,000 separate townlands
each of which are named and some of which are themselves divided. There are
also variations between the way certain places are spelled as civil parishes and
as ecclesiastical parishes. Researching this topic can be especially difficult for
those who are looking for place-names based on the phonetic description. This
is often true of those researching the place names of their ancestors who may
have been Irish speaking and/or illiterate. The place names of most of the
country have been anglicised and though there may be oral evidence of what
the place was called in Gaelic, there may not be written evidence. This makes
finding and deciphering the meaning of place names all the more complicated.
Despite all these obstacles, however, there is much to be learned by delving into
this area of study and there are several very useful sources for doing so. These
include the General Alphabetical Index to the Townlands and Towns,
Parishes and Baronies of Ireland also known as the Townlands index which
is very useful for the initial search. The Topographical Dictionary of Ireland
by Samuel Lewis lists all the parishes, baronies, towns and counties in Ireland
and describes their local agriculture and industry. It also gives details of the
foremost local landowners and of the administration within the area.

O'Donovan's Letter Books and Name Books were both collected during the
Ordnance survey of the 1830’s. Physical descriptions are given of many of the
townlands and many of these descriptions give an indication of where a place-
name originated. These should be used in conjunction with the Ordnance
Survey maps. This material is available in the Special Collections Reading
room or in the Information Centre. Another useful source is Deirdre and
Laurence Flanagan. Irish Place Names. 910.309415 Fl.1. This may not have
the specific place name you are looking for but it gives a good indication to the



meaning of many place names. Here are some useful websites and suggestions

for further reading

Web Resources
http://www.irishgenealogy.com/ireland/gazetteers.htm
http://www.loughman.dna.ie/general/placenames.html

http://www.n-ireland.co.uk/genealogy/placenames/

Please check the Library catalogue for details of shelf locations
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