
Editor’s Note: This information was provided by Pat 
O’Brien and serves as a lead-in to the following chapter 
on the description of the Station Districts of the Fossa 
Parish.  
 In ancient times, land measures in Ireland varied 
greatly from district to district. The uniformity 
that our modern world and administrative systems 
require was largely irrelevant during the early 
Christian and medieval eras, when the range of 
travel of the inhabitants was restricted to very small 
areas. Thus a ploughland in Clare, for example, was 
different to a ploughland in Kerry. Therefore, there is 
no consistency in land measures throughout Ireland 
prior to the mid 18th century. 
 Thomas Larcom, who had made a study of the 
ancient land measures, gives a list of those most 
generally in use throughout Ireland:-
10 acres = 1 Gneeve; 2 Gneeves = 1 Sessiagh;
3 Sessiaghs = 1 Tate or Ballyboe;
2 Ballyboes = 1 Ploughland, Seisreagh or Carrow;
4 Ploughlands = 1 Ballybetagh, or Townland; 
30 Ballybetaghs = Triocha Céad or Barony.1

 Although the table above represents the more 
common divisions and sub-divisions, it did not apply 
uniformly. A Ballybetagh or townland calculated at 
480 acres for example could contain more or less 
than 4 ploughlands. Given that the table starts 
with ‘acres’, and records describe ‘great acres’, ‘large 
acres’ and ‘small acres’, the potential for confusion 
is evident. 
 The Down Survey of Iveragh and other parts 
of Kerry reveals that ten, twenty and sometimes 
thirty acres were counted as one.2 To confuse the 
issue further, it appears that the type of agriculture 
practised on different land determined the method of 
measurement; pasture being measured by its stock-

carrying capacity, whereas arable land was measured 
by a fixed number of days ploughing. In 1656, Daniel 
O’Brien of Carrowduff Castle in Inchiquin made a 
will in which there is a bequest of “two days ploughing 
in Inchinludry and one in Gortmore with the grazing 
of three cows in Cregganboy”.3 If that bequest were 
to appear in a will of 2007, no doubt there would 
be great difficulty and not a little legal argument to 
determine what Daniel wished, but back in 1656, it 
had a precise meaning.
 Writing in 1846, Captain Thomas Larcom, 
Director of the Ordnance Survey had this to say:   
“...The acres were by estimation only, and differed 
considerably. The origin of this measure (the acre) would 
lead me far beyond the present subject; but, for example, 
there were in times comparatively recent, the ‘large 
acre’ and the ‘small acre’, with no fixed ratio between 
them; and even now the acre differs: the Cunningham 
acre; the plantation and statute acre. The areas of the 
Ordnance Survey are all in statute acres.” 4  
 Echoes of these land measures can be found in 
present day placenames – Gneeveguilla in Kerry, 
Two Gneeves in Cullen Co. Cork and Ballyboe is a 
common townland name in Ulster counties.  
 The smallest administrative unit of land used in 
Ireland today is the townland. Loosely related to the 
ancient Gaelic ‘Bally betagh’ and to other medieval 
land divisions, townlands can vary enormously in size 
from a single acre or less to several thousand acres. 
Although the concept of the townland is based in 
antiquity, the actual mapping and defining of them 
goes back to the 1600s when the English government 
was mapping Ireland to portion it out to conquering 
soldiers and others who were investing in Irish land. 
From the 1600s to the Ordnance Survey of the 
1830s, many changes occurred in the townlands 
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and their boundaries. This is reflected in antique 
maps and estate maps. An example of changes in 
145 years may be found in Andrew J. Morris’ article 
‘Irish Placenames’, in Éirephile. Morris included two 
maps showing the townlands in the East Kerry estate 
of the Earl of Kenmare. The map dated 1720 shows 
several large townlands on this estate. The other map 
dated 1865 shows many more townlands of smaller 
size.4 When we look at the townlands in Fossa, we 
see a great range in acreage as set out in Griffiths’ 
Valuation – Groin the smallest townland has a little 
over 67 acres while Crohane, the largest, has over 
466 acres.
 A Census of Ireland, Circa 1659, edited by Séamus 
Pender, lists the townland names at that time and 
contains a full index to place names. Today, there 
are more than 64,000 townlands recognized in 
Ireland.5 Townlands usually have Gaelic names. 
 Between five and thirty townlands may be grouped 
together to form a civil parish. These parishes are a 
legacy of the Middle Ages, pre-dating the formation 
of counties and were generally co-extensive with 
the parishes of the Established Church, the Church 
of Ireland. (They should not be confused with the 
Catholic parishes, which are usually much larger).  
 Civil parishes are collected together in baronies. 
Originally related to the tribal divisions, or the 
tuatha, of Celtic Ireland, these baronies were 
multiplied and subdivided over the centuries until 
their standardisation in the 1500s. As a result, the 
current names represent a mixture of Gaelic, Anglo-
Norman and English influences. Civil parishes and 
Baronies formed the basis of the Tithe Applotment 
Books of c. 1823-1838 and Griffith’s Valuation of 
1847-1864. 6 

The Townlands of fossa 
There are 30 townlands (or parts of townlands) in 
the Catholic parish of Fossa. Most of the townlands 
are in the civil parish of Aghadoe while some are 
in the civil parish of Aglish (Barleymount East, 
Middle and West). The civil parish of Aghadoe 
contains a number of other townlands, in addition 
to those which are in the Catholic Parish of Fossa, 
(e.g. Barraduff, Bunrower, Dooneen, Lisbabe etc. 
and including Lough Léin). The Catholic parish of 
Fossa and the civil parish Aghadoe are in the barony 
of Magunihy.

 The decision to organize the history of Fossa 
according to its Station districts was inspired by the 
strong tradition of the Stations in the Diocese of 
Kerry. The Stations began as a means of practicing 
religion at a time when it was outlawed, and 
its significance was such that Bishop Moriarty 
commented in 1874 that abandoning the Stations 
“would lead to the total neglect of religion amongst 
the people.”
 Known elsewhere as ‘House Masses’ or 
‘Neighbourhood Masses,’ the Stations centre on 
bringing the residents of a neighbourhood together 
in a local home for the celebration of the mass.  
Stations are celebrated twice a year in each district 
and are held in the homes in rotation. To begin, the 
parish priest blesses holy water and the house, before 
going on to hear confessions and celebrate mass.  
Station dues are also collected for the support of 
the parish priest. The event has an important social 
context as well, given that it provides neighbours 
with an opportunity to gather and exchange local 
news while the host family provides refreshments.  
 The need for the Stations is questioned regularly, 
in light of the fact that mass is celebrated regularly 
in the parish church. Others have noted the expense 
involved in hosting the Stations, with some families 
going to extreme lengths to provide hospitality 
for their neighbours. The clergy have emphasized, 
however, that the hospitality provided should be 
merely a token gesture. They have also pointed 
out that, whereas the mass is deemed to bring God 
into the community at parish level, the Stations are 
intended to focus on religion among neighbours.  
 Neighbourliness has traditionally been held in 
high regard in Irish society, and this is still the case 
in Kerry. According to the proverb ‘ar fothain a chéile 
maireann na comharsain’ (it is only in the shelter of 
one another that neighbours can live), and even the 
Vatican Council places community at the heart of 
the Catholic faith. This is particularly significant in 
rural parishes such as Fossa, where the population 
is spread out over a large area. The Stations offer 
an occasion for residents who may be isolated from 
their neighbours to come together and enjoy social 
contact with other members of their community.  
This social aspect is one of the reasons why the 
Stations continue as a strong and vital tradition       
in Fossa.
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no. Townlands of fossa acres roods Perches

1 Coolgarrive (part) 30 0 0

2 Groin 67 3 30

3 Farranaspig 70 0 32

4 Barleymount Middle 85 2 28

5 Cleeney (part) 89 3 8

6 Ballydowney 91 3 9

7 Gortreagh 98 1 25

8 Killalee 116 0 4

9 Parkavonear 122 0 37

10 Gortaree 137 3 27

11 Knockasarnett (c50%) 150 0 0

12 Lismongane 156 3 15

13 Maulagh 164 3 7

14 Nunstown 170 2 34

15 Fossa 177 2 18

16 Caher 178 2 24

17 Pallas 181 1 19

18 Aghaleemore (most) 185 0 12

19 Ards 211 3 17

20 Barleymount East 213 1 26

21 Gortacollopa 229 2 3

22 Dromin 239 0 8

23 Barleymount West 252 0 15

24 Grenagh 299 1 23

25 Curragh 305 3 31

26 Knoppogue 329 3 35

27 Lackabane 338 0 21

28 Gortroe (most) 382 2 12

29 Aghacurreen 412 1 32

30 Crohane 466 2 34

Total area  5956 2 23

Townlands (or ParTs of Townlands) in The caTholic Parish of fossa


