
Watch this: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-highlands-islands-48625734 

 

Crannogs 
 

Crannogs are a type of ancient loch-dwelling found 
throughout Scotland and Ireland. Crannogs were named 
after the Irish word Crann (meaning tree). These are 
artificial islands found across Ireland. They were probably 
built for defensive purposes in medieval times. 
 

Most seem to have been built as individual homes to 
accommodate extended families.  Similar settlements are 
found throughout the rest of Europe.  

Many Scottish lochs are littered with small, tree-filled 
islands, poking their heads up just above the waterline. 
What most people don't realise is that they are often 
man-made islands, and once contained spectacular Iron 
Age dwellings. Thatched, timber roundhouses were 
supported on huge, wooden piles driven deep into the bed 
of the loch. The surrounding water was the inhabitants' 
defence. 

There are over 600 recognised crannogs in Scotland. 
Some, such as Eilean Dòmhnuill in Loch Olabhat on North 
Uist, are believed to date back to Neolithic times. More 
commonly crannogs typically date to the Iron Age. 

Crannogs were probably the centres of prosperous Iron 
Age farms, where people lived in an easily defended 
location to protect themselves and their livestock from 
passing raiders. 

The settlement would have consisted of a farmhouse, with 
cattle and crops being tended in nearby fields, and sheep 
on hill pastures. Local woodlands would have serviced the 
home with fruit, hazelnuts, wild cabbage and medicines, 



as well as with wild boar and other woodland animals 
suitable for hunting. 

 

 
 

Since 1980 archaeologists have explored the waters of 
Loch Tay for crannogs and have excavated one at 
Oakbank, just off the village of Fearnan. It was a 
remarkable discovery. Preserved in the loch's cold, peaty 
waters were structural timbers, food, utensils and 2600 
year old clothing. They even discovered a butter dish with 
butter still clinging to the inside of it - a bit past its sell-by 
date though. 

 

How crannogs were built (Irish example): 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/clips/ztwy4wx 

 

Timber was obviously the most important building 
material for the crannog builders. To provide all the 
varieties of timber required, the Iron Age farmers must 
have carefully managed their woodlands. They would have 
been skilled woodworkers and would have understood the 
differing properties of tree species for everything from 
structural supports to making cooking bowls. 

Considerable skill is required to build a crannog. To begin 
with rafts and boats must have been used, as well as 
wooden scaffolding built out in the loch. The first stage 



was to create an artificial island out of timber piles. Alder 
trees, 8-10m long, were used for the piles. Buoyant on 
water, the alder piles would have been easy to manoeuvre 
on the water's surface but very difficult and tiresome to 
pull vertical. 

A crosspole would have been lashed to the upright pile 
and twisted back and forth to create enough momentum 
to drive it two metres into the loch bed. It has been 
estimated that it would have taken 12 days for the Iron 
Age builders to erect and secure the 168 piles needed. 

Once the piles were driven, the platform and roundhouse 
of the crannog could be jointed, pegged and lashed onto 
the structure. Round timber poles were used for the 
flooring and to form the structure of the roundhouse. Its 
roof was thatched with reeds from the loch, with its 
enclosing walls made from hundreds of flexible hazel 
stems woven together. 

 

 

 

Timber palisade 
 
A palisade, sometimes called a ‘stakewall’ or a paling, is 
typically a fence or defensive wall made from iron 
or wooden stakes, or tree trunks and used as a defensive 
structure or enclosure. Palisades can form a stockade. 



TASK: Create a Modern Day Crannog on A4 
paper 

 
 
What would yours look like? 
 

- Create a key for any dwelling, vegetation, and 
protective system in place. 

- Draw your own crannog, including a cross section if 
you want to. 

- What facilities would you have on your crannog? 

  

*See examples below for ideas: 

 

 



TASK: Create a 3D crannog model out of 
cardboard 

 
You will need: 

- Cardboard 
- Scissors (be safe) 
- Glue/ Sellotape 
- Felt tips/ Colouring crayons 
- Paper/ Tissue 
- Foil 

 
Method: 

1. Create a base for your crannog 
 

2. Cut out your settlements/ facilities/ 
dwellings 

 
3. Colour everything the appropriate 

colours. 
 

4. Glue everything together carefully 
 

5.  Take a photo and send into school at: 
homelearning.sch491@educ.somerset.
gov.uk 



Questions: 
 

1. Why would you make a crannog (e.g. Covid 19)? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

2. Where would you build your crannog? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

3. What modern items (e.g. slide/park) would you take/ 
build on your crannog?  

…………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………… 

4. Who would you take? 

   

………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………… 

5. In 200 words, what is special about Crannogs? 

 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 



……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Example: Ariel View: 

 

 

 



Example: Cross Section (minus buildings): 

 

 

 

 
KEY: 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 


