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Preface 
Fingal has a rich and celebrated heritage that is formed by its landscape and 
natural resources, historic settlements, towns, buildings, archaeology, traditions 
and people. The county’s thatched buildings are an important part of this 
heritage; they are a physical connection between past and present-day 
generations and represent a vernacular tradition in which knowledge of building 
techniques, local materials, skills and craftmanship was passed down along an 
unbroken chain for centuries.  

With modernisation and cultural change, thatched buildings have become 
outmoded and divorced from their traditional contexts. The cultural landscapes1 
that supported them are gone or going. Changes in farming practices in the mid-
twentieth century meant that straw went from being a widely available by-
product of farming which needed only a limited amount of special handling to 
be suitable for use, to effectively being a specialist niche product which needed 
to be grown and harvested specifically for thatching. The homeowner is no 
longer able to carry out running repairs and maintenance themselves and the 
context in which thatchers work now is very different to what it was 100 or even 
50 years ago. The picture on the cover of this report of thatcher John Fanning at 
work on a roof in about 1950 with a horse-drawn cart of locally grown straw at 
the foot of his ladder was once a common sight in Fingal but is now a piece of 
history. Where once thatched roofs were the easy, inexpensive option, they have 
become costly and challenging to maintain and sustain. Owners of thatched 
houses have become custodians of some of the last examples of a dying 
tradition and keeping a thatched roof well-maintained has now become a 
challenge that only the dedicated few have been able to meet. 

As is the case across Ireland, Fingal’s thatched buildings have been in decline 
since at least the 1950s and are a threatened cultural resource. Fingal County 
Council has commissioned the Fingal Thatch Project 2022 to review previous 
surveys of thatch in Fingal, document the county’s surviving thatched building 
stock, engage with the community and custodians of thatched buildings, and 
better understand the issues that contribute to the loss. Findings from the 
project, which are presented in this document, are intended to add to the wider 
understanding of thatch in Ireland today so that positive actions can be 
implemented to safeguard this finite cultural resource. 

 

 
1 ‘cultural landscapes represent the "combined works of nature and of man" … They are illustrative of the 
evolution of human society and settlement over time, under the influence of the physical constraints and/or 
opportunities presented by their natural environment and of successive social, economic and cultural forces, 
both external and internal.’ The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 
https://whc.unesco.org/en/culturallandscape/  
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A tour of thatched houses was held in Skerries on 20th August 2022 during Heritage 

Week as part of the Fingal Thatch Project 2022. The event was organised by Stephen 
McGinn and Emma Court of Fingal County Council’s Active Travel Office and Carrig 

Conservation. Sinéad Hughes of Carrig Conservation guided about 50 attendees on a 
tour of the town’s five remaining thatched houses, discussed the Fingal Thatch Project 

2022 and current issues relating to the thatched heritage of Fingal. 
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1. Introduction 
This report was prepared on behalf of Fingal County Council by Carrig 
Conservation International Ltd. under the direction of the Fingal Heritage Officer 
Christine Baker, with guidance from Fingal Architectural Conservation Officers 
Helena Bergin and Laura Johnstone and Architectural Conservation Advisor 
Barry O’Reilly of the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 
(DHLGH). Presented below are the findings of the survey of thatched buildings in 
Fingal, a description of the survey and engagement process, an account of 
project limitations, and a list of recommendations. A gazetteer of the structures 
recorded in the survey is included as an appendix.  

An Excel register of Fingal’s thatched structures has also been produced as part 
of the project. The register is a record of the present thatched buildings in Fingal 
that were surveyed in 2022 and past thatched structures that are no longer 
extant. It also collates records of structures surveyed during the Vernacular 
Farm Survey of Fingal of 2007.  

The Fingal Thatch Project 2022 was funded by the Heritage Council. 

Project Objectives 
Historically, North County Dublin was renowned for its thatched buildings, 
especially in the Skerries and Rush areas. However, there has been a marked 
reduction in the number of thatched structures in the county in the past 100 
years. Those that have survived have often been extended or modified in order 
to facilitate their ongoing use and often this means that, although the thatch 
survives, there has been a loss of historic features. Owners are finding it 
increasingly difficult to retain and maintain their thatch in the face of a variety of 
issues including the effects of climate change. Local thatching practitioners face 
challenges and the ongoing transmission of this vernacular tradition is at risk. 
 
Despite these challenges, there is a strong appreciation of the heritage of thatch 
amongst local Fingal communities and heritage groups. In recognition of this, 
Fingal County Council commissioned the Fingal Thatch Project 2022 to capture 
and preserve the story of thatch in Fingal for future generations, from the 
thatched dwellings past and present to those who lived in them and all the 
traditions associated with thatch in Fingal. The Fingal Thatch Project 2022 also 
aims to facilitate those who want an accessible means to share their memories, 
photos and documentation relating to this particular vernacular heritage.  
To meet these objectives Fingal County Council developed a set of key project 
tasks for the Fingal Thatch Project 2022 that fall under four categories: Review, 
Survey, Owners Input and Community. These project tasks are outlined below: 
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Review: The 2022 thatch survey should review all previous surveys in the county 
to produce a survey of survival of thatch in the county. 
 
Survey: A comprehensive survey should be undertaken. The survey should 
include photographic evidence of the current condition, a building and roof 
covering description, and a description of curtilage and associated features.  
 
Owner’s Input: The owners should be contacted, where possible, to compile a 
database of the thatch history of the buildings including materials, thatchers 
employed, dates of thatching and other relevant detail. The conservation 
concerns of the owners and their views and needs in relation to future use of 
thatch should also be documented. 

Community: The survey team should engage with community/heritage groups to 
collate a social history of thatch in Fingal including photos, memories, oral 
histories, thatcher’s knowledge, videos/films, materials/artefacts associated with 
Fingal thatching; to examine the UCD folklore collection and School’s folklore 
collection and to present the results via Storymap. A heritage week event should 
be held to raise awareness of the project during Heritage Week 2022. 

 

2. Review of Previous Surveys and Studies 
 

As defined within the objectives above, the review of previous surveys has been 
an important component of this project. The following chapter provides an 
overview of previous studies and surveys that have documented Fingal’s 
thatched structures. When it comes to thatch and vernacular buildings, Fingal 
has been the most surveyed area in Ireland. Since the early 1900s, several 
desktop and field studies have been carried out to document the traditional 
buildings within the county. Repeated surveying has resulted in a significant 
body of information that provides us with an understanding of the surviving and 
lost thatched structures, rates of demise, and issues that have contributed to 
declining numbers.  
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Extract of Census of Ireland in 1911, Form B.1. – House and Building Return for 
Quay Street, Skerries 

1911 Census of Ireland  

The 1911 Census of Ireland is a valuable resource that quantified the numbers 
of thatched buildings in the country. Available to view online at National 
Archives: Census of Ireland 1901/1911, the census captured information about 
houses in each locality on Form B1. Under the heading Particulars of Inhabited 
Houses, were fields including Walls, Roof, Rooms, Windows in Front; the 
enumerator profiled and rated the class of each dwelling under these headings 
often using a prescribed symbol as a shorthand. For example, the descriptor of 
the Roof column reads ‘if the roof is of slate, iron or tiles, enter figure 1 in this 
column; if it is thatch, wood or other perishable material, enter figure 0’. In Ireland, 
thatch was by far the most common ‘perishable’ roofing material historically, 
and as such a ‘0’ figure in the Roof column can be reasonably interpreted as a 
thatched roof. By counting the numbers of ‘0’s for a street, townland or wider 
area, it is possible to tally the entire number of thatched houses in a locality. 

As a case study, the survey team counted the total number of houses in the 
townland of Townparks in the town of Skerries and came to a figure of 635. Of 
these, 211 houses or approximately 30% were thatched in 1911. Today, 111 
years later, just five thatched houses remain in Skerries; this speaks to the 
devastating rate of loss of thatched roofs over the past century. 
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1937-9 Schools Folklore Scheme, Irish Folklore Commission 

Between 1937 and 1939, the Irish Folklore Commission carried out the Schools 
Folklore Scheme under which national school children were invited to write 
about folklore and local traditions in a series of short essays. The collection of 
original exercise books, gathered by schoolteachers on behalf of the 
commission, is held in bound volumes in the National Folklore Collection at UCD 
and has been digitised. Each scanned essay from the Schools’ Collection can be 
viewed online at The Schools’ Collection | dúchas.ie (duchas.ie) 

The following extract was written by a young boy named John Fox who lived in 
Skerries and attended St Patrick’s Boys’ National School. In his essay, he provides 
a succinct description of thatching in his neighbourhood. John Fox’s piece can be 
read online at Old Crafts - Thatching | dúchas.ie (duchas.ie) and is one of four 
such essays on thatch in Fingal.  

Of particular interest within the schoolboy’s account is the word “swad” which he 
uses to describe a handful of straw that is twisted into a ball at the top so it can 
be thrust with a tool into a prepared hole in the roof straw. The word swad is not 
commonly used in descriptions of the thrust or slice thatching method. Instead, 
the word “wangle” is the usual term and appears in an essay on thatching by 
schoolgirl Kathleen Caffrey from Coolmine Cottages in Mulhuddard. Basing her 
account on information “collected from people in the village”, she also writes 
about the use of straight scollops and peg-like sally rods to hold the straw down 
and the ornamental bobbins that finished ridges in her area. “Scalops [sic] are 
used to hold sally-rods down in the thatch and to keep it from rising on a stormy 
day. Then he puts knobs of straw on the very top of the roof for ornament.” 
Kathleen Caffrey’s essay confirms that the flush bobbin ridge, which is 
considered to be a traditional ridge type in Fingal, was in use in the 1930s. 
Thatching | dúchas.ie (duchas.ie) 
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John Fox, Skerries, (St Patrick’s: Boys) Page 44, Old Crafts- Thatching, The Schools’ 

Collection, Volume 0785 
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John Fox, Skerries, (St Patrick’s: Boys) Page 44, Old Crafts- Thatching, The Schools’ 

Collection, Volume 0785 

 

1943 UCD Material Culture Survey Group Dublin 

In 1943, a group of architectural students from the Material Culture Survey 
Group Dublin (UCD) undertook a project to survey and illustrate thatched 
buildings in Lusk and other areas. The collection of drawings and watercolours 
was divided between the archives of the National Museum and the UCD Folklore 
Department. The hand-drawn plan of Lusk below shows 48 thatched structures 
dotted around the town. Today, just one house, Clay Cottage on the Dublin 
Road, retains its early thatched roof. 

The collection is beautiful and showcases the artistic skills of the students as well 
recording the thatched buildings in faithful detail. In recognition of the quality 
and importance of the illustrations, they were exhibited at the National Museum 
of Ireland in Collins Barracks in the early 2000s. At the time of writing, an 
exhibition of the collection is taking place at Lusk Cultural Centre, Katie Hunt's 
Cottage by Lusk Community Council and the National Museum of Ireland Folklife 
with funding from Creative Ireland. 
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Lusk, Co. Dublin (NMI Collection - F:2006.225) 
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Lusk, Co. Dublin (NMI Collection) 

 

Lusk, Co. Dublin (NMI Collection) 
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1945 Irish Folklore Commission 

Between 1938 and 1945, the Irish Folklore Commission, under the guidance of 
Caoimhín Ó Danachair (Kevin Danaher) produced and distributed a series of 
questionnaires to gather information from across the country on aspects of 
traditions and culture. Over the course of eight years, questionnaires were 
carried out on several topics of research by the Irish Folklore Commission 
including Old-time Dress, The Feast of St Brigid, Christmas Customs, and Roofs 
and Thatching. In 1945, the commission received responses on the latter subject 
from two Fingal residents, Patrick Connolly from the Parish of Naul and James B 
Monks from Loughshinny. As shown in the questionnaire below, which was filled 
out by James B Monks, the form captured information about location, the form 
of roofs, the presence or absence of a sod layer, the thatching materials, and 
local methods of thatching.  

 

Questionnaire: Roofs and Thatching, 1945, MS1080, National Folklore Collection, UCD 
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Questionnaire: Roofs and Thatching, 1945, MS1080, National Folklore Collection, UCD 

 

1980 Urban Folklore Project, Department of Irish Folklore, UCD 

The Urban Folklore Project (Dublin) carried out in 1979-1980 by the Department 
of Folklore of UCD under the direction of Séamas Ó Catháin in which collectors 
recorded audio interviews with local people on various subjects including 
thatching. 

In a recorded interview for the Urban Folklore Project, Roseanne Meenan 
interviewed Skerries thatcher Charlie Fanning about thatching, sources of 
material, roofing and building techniques. Other collectors recorded interviews 
with Larry Carty and Andy (Willie) Monks from Rush, Dan Sherry from Lusk and 
Frank Ryan from Loughshinny, who described thatching in their areas. The 
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recordings, which are now digitised, are held within the UCD Delargy Centre for 
Irish Folklore and the National Folklore Collection (formerly the UCD’s 
Department of Irish Folklore). In addition to the audio recordings, the National 
Folklore Collection holds a video recording of Charlie Fanning who was 
interviewed whilst repairing a roof using the north Dublin slice thatching 
method. The video recording is now over four decades old and is an important 
primary source of information. 

 

 

Charlie Fanning’s invitation to the launch of the survey led by Michael Higganbotham of 
the Office of Public Works. Courtesy of Martin Fanning 

 

1986-7 Michael Higganbotham, Office of Public Works 

In 1988, Charlie Fanning received an invitation to a launch at Dublin Castle of a 
survey carried out by Michael Higganbotham for the Office of Public Works. The 
Survey of Thatched Houses of Dublin which was completed in the winter of 
1986/7 was a field study of the remaining thatched structures of Dublin. The 
OPW survey covered 86 structures, 80 of which were in the Fingal area, and 
employed a check box table to describe each structure. Accompanied by a 
colour photograph, recorded information included the name of the owners, the 
location of the house, the type of thatch material, the building fabric, its finishes 
and features.  

Of the 80 structures recorded in Fingal, 72 of them had thatched roofs. 
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The form below was used to record the house on 16 Lower Main Street, Rush. 
Many of the houses identified and surveyed by the OPW were subsequently 
listed under the Fingal Development Plan (superseded by the Record of 
Protected Structures). 

The launch at Dublin Castle was covered in the Irish Press by journalist Síle 
Yeats. In her piece titled The Vanishing Thatch, which was published the day 
after the launch on 24th June 1988, she wrote: 

“The survey, by Mr Higginbotham of the Office of Public Works, found that 
owners were abandoning thatch for mainly practical reasons – rethatching was 
costly, and frequently owners believed thatch was inferior to other forms of 
roofing. 

Launching the report yesterday, the Minister of State for the Office of Public 
Works, Mr. Noel Treacy, said he hoped the true value of thatch would soon be 
recognised as an important part of our heritage.” 

 

 

Extract from the Office of Public Works Survey of Thatched Houses of Dublin 
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1987-88 Barry O’Reilly The Vernacular Architecture of Nethercross, Co. Dublin: a 
systematic field survey 

In 1987-88, Barry O’Reilly conducted a field survey and documentary study for 
his MA thesis titled The Vernacular Architecture or Nethercross Co. Dublin: a 
systematic field survey (1988). During fieldwork in the Nethercross barony, 
which lies in the south of Fingal, 151 vernacular sites were recorded. Eight 
structures had thatched roofs with 25 others having thatch surviving under 
corrugated iron sheeting. A finding of particular interest noted in an article by 
O’Reilly (1991) was that “within our vernacular architecture, there is a definite 
association between walling, roofing and plan form (in houses). There appear to 
exist two opposing 'packages' of (a) clay walls, hipped roofs and lobby entry plan 
form and (b) stone walls, gabled roofs and direct-entry plan. This is mirrored to a 
large extent in Nethercross. For example, stone buildings are nearly always 
gabled, or lobby-entry houses are more frequently hipped and of clay rather 
than gabled and of stone.” 

1992-3 Dublin Heritage Group Vernacular Building Survey of Fingal  

In 1993, The Dublin Heritage Group embarked on a survey of the vernacular 
buildings of Fingal. Under a Fás scheme, participants were trained in the 
recording methodology and conducted a field survey of 612 vernacular sites and 
archival research. 16 box files held within Dublin City Archives contain the survey 
and research data. An index of the survey contents is presented in an appendix 
to this report. 

2002 National Inventory of Architectural Heritage (NIAH) Fingal County Survey 

The National Inventory of Architectural Heritage conducted the Fingal County 
Survey in 2002 which focused on a cross-section of post-1700 AD structures. Site 
types included large country houses, urban houses, industrial heritage sites, 
vernacular sites and thatched buildings. The NIAH surveyors recorded and 
photographed the exteriors of 39 thatched structures in Fingal. Buildings of 
Ireland: National Inventory of Architectural Heritage 

2007 Survey of Vernacular Farm Complexes and Associated Fixtures and Fittings of 
Fingal, Brendan Lynch for Fingal County Council 

In 2007, Brendan Lynch completed a thesis on the vernacular architecture of 
Fingal and subsequently produced A Survey of Vernacular Farm Complexes and 
Associated Fixtures and Fittings of Fingal on behalf Fingal County Council. The 
field survey was an action of the heritage plan (2005-2010). Lynch recorded 155 
farm complexes, many of which contained buildings with corrugated iron or 
asbestos sheeting over historic thatch. On page 39 of the accompanying report, 
he notes that the survey included 43 vernacular structures with corrugated iron 
over thatch. 
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2005, 2013, 2022 Fingal County Council Architectural Conservation Officer 
inspections  

Fingal County Council’s conservation office visited the sites recorded by Michael 
Higginbotham in the OPW’s survey of 1986/7 on three occasions in 2005, 2013 
and 2022. Photographs were taken and any changes to the structures or their 
roofs were noted during site inspections. The list of buildings compiled by Fingal 
County Council during this work provided the basis for the 2022 survey. 

 

Chronology of Surveys and Studies 
 

1911 Census of Ireland  

1937-9 Schools Folklore Scheme, Irish Folklore Commission 

1943 UCD Material Culture Survey Group Dublin 

1945 Irish Folklore Commission 

1980 Urban Folklore Project, Department of Irish Folklore, UCD 

1986-7 Michael Higganbotham, Office of Public Works 

1987-88 Barry O’Reilly The Vernacular Architecture of Nethercross, Co. Dublin: a 
systematic field survey 

1992-3 Dublin Heritage Group Vernacular Building Survey of Fingal  

2002 National Inventory of Architectural Heritage (NIAH) Fingal County Survey 

2007 Survey of Vernacular Farm Complexes and Associated Fixtures and Fittings 
of Fingal, Brendan Lynch for Fingal County Council 

2005, 2013, 2022 Fingal County Council Architectural Conservation Officer 
inspections  

In addition to the formal surveys and studies which have documented the 
thatched and vernacular structures, members of the public and thatchers 
working in Fingal have photographed the county’s thatched buildings over the 
years; these include Jack Benton, Martin Fanning, Brian Simpson, Ian Lennon 
and Niall Gosson. 
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3. Survey of Thatched Structures  
 
Survey Preparation 
At project commencement, the survey team began preparations for fieldwork. 
The team held meetings with steering group members to discuss the project’s 
objectives, survey process, potential limitations, community outreach and the 
previous surveys undertaken. They then began a desktop study to review 
existing survey material and relevant publications.  

The heritage officer issued a press release to inform the public of the upcoming 
survey and to invite them to share any information or photographs of Fingal’s 
thatched buildings. A dedicated email address 
(fingalthatchsurvey2022@gmail.com) was set up to facilitate members of the 
public, owners of thatched structures and interested parties to get in contact 
and share material. Awareness of the project was also raised via social media 
pages. 

Outreach proved successful as members of the public began to contact the 
survey team immediately and provide information about their thatched 
buildings, old photographs and stories. The team made several appointments to 
visit and record structures through this medium. 

In addition to public engagement, the survey team reached out to thatchers who 
have worked over the years on the roofs of Fingal. These included Peter Childs, 
who for many years has thatched and repaired roofs throughout north Dublin; 
Martin Fanning who is a retired part-time thatcher from Skerries and comes 
from a line of thatchers of which he, and his brother Anthony, are at least the 
fourth generation; Brian Simpson who is a retired thatcher from Skerries; and 
Alan Grimes who is a thatcher from Skerries. The team interviewed each of these 
thatchers to gather information about structures they had worked on, and 
thatching techniques and materials used in Fingal over the years. In addition to 
providing detailed information about thatching in Fingal, Martin Fanning 
provided the team with an extensive photographic collection of thatched houses 
from the 1980s and 1990s. 

Following discussions with Fingal County Council on how best to capture and 
present the survey data, the team developed a survey register in an Excel 
document. The spreadsheet format allowed previous and present survey data to 
be collated together in a format that would be searchable and adaptable. Data 
from Fingal County Council Record of Protected Structures, previous surveys 
including the OPW survey of 1986/7, the National Inventory of Architectural 
Heritage of 2002, the Survey of Vernacular Farm Complexes and Conservation 
Officer’s surveys were included within the 2022 register. 
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The survey team met with steering group members to discuss the development 
of recording forms that would allow for the systematic gathering of data when 
out in the field. Three recording forms were produced for use during the survey 
to capture information about each building. The first form was used to record 
the description of the thatched structure and site. The second form was used to 
document information received from the owner about the building’s history, 
thatching history, thatchers and materials. And the third form was used to 
gather specific information on house insurance of thatched buildings which is a 
significant issue at present. The insurance information was gathered on an 
anonymous basis to protect the privacy of homeowners. 

Survey Fieldwork 
During survey preparation, Fingal County Council provided the team with a list of 
60 structures for inclusion in the survey. The list was a schedule of known 
surviving thatched structures in Fingal, modern thatched buildings, and 
structures that were now thatched but had been previously weathered by 
corrugated iron or other solid roofing material. During fieldwork, two further 
thatched structures were identified and recorded bringing the total number of 
recorded sites to 62. 

Survey fieldwork began in early summer of 2022. The surveyor called to each 
structure and, whenever possible, engaged with the owner or occupants in 
person, by phone or email. In some cases, the structures were unoccupied or 
temporarily vacant so contact could not be made.  

When recording the building and its context, the surveyor followed the National 
Inventory of Architectural Heritage (NIAH) recording standard to describe the 
building, its roof, site and curtilage features. A series of photographs including 
elevations, details and context images were taken using a digital camera. If 
contact was made with the occupant, the surveyor conducted an interview using 
the Owner and Insurance forms to record information about the history of the 
building, thatching history and insurance issues. Additionally, the surveyor gave 
owners or occupants a letter of introduction from Fingal County Council which 
informed them about the survey. Where structures were unoccupied or 
temporarily vacant, the surveyor left the letter on site and requested that they 
be contacted so that another site visit could be arranged. 

Whilst it was an aim of the steering committee and survey team that each 
thatched structure would be fully recorded, that all internal roof spaces would 
be accessed and that all owners or occupants would be interviewed, this was not 
possible. In certain cases, houses were clearly unoccupied and inaccessible. In 
others, there was no one at home and it was not possible to arrange access at a 
later date. Attempts were made to contact owners and occupants, and many got 
in touch and were extremely helpful in facilitating access and providing 
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information, others did not engage and as a result, full surveys and interviews 
could not be conducted.  

A total of 25 interiors were accessed during the survey. Only six internal roof 
structures were recorded because of access limitations or due to the presence 
of ceilings without access hatches.  

All data gathered during fieldwork was subsequently entered into the project 
register within the relevant fields. Each site record was given a unique record 
number and the corresponding folder of photograph was labelled with this 
unique site record number and the name and location of the structure.  

Distribution Map 
 

 

Distribution map of structures included within the Fingal Thatch Survey 2022 

©Carrig Conservation International Ltd 
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The distribution map plots the location of each recorded thatched structure in 
Fingal. Concentrations of sites are found in the towns of Rush and Skerries, 
which historically had significant numbers of thatched buildings. The remainder 
of the recorded sites are spread across the county with few thatched structures 
surviving within the densely populated south of the county. 

 

4. Survey Findings 
 

Overview of Recorded Structures 
In 2005, Fingal County Council revisited the 80 thatched structures recorded by 
the OPW in 1986/7 and found that 56 of them were still extant. Three had been 
demolished, four had been rebuilt with new thatched roofs, ten had been rebuilt 
with slate roofs and seven could not be located. Of the 72 that still had thatched 
roofs in the 1980s, just 38 had thatched roofs in 2005. 

 

 
Graph extracted from Fingal County Council Survey of Thatched Houses in 2005 



FINGAL THATCH PROJECT 2022 
REPORT 

25 
 

 
Graph extracted from Fingal County Council Survey of Thatched Houses in 2005 

 

Fingal County Council provided the survey team with a list of structures for 
assessment in 2022. Principally, the list amounted to 60 sites and included all 
surviving historic thatched buildings, structures that had been thatched in recent 
years following the removal of an interim tin roof, and modern thatched 
buildings. A further 2 structures with thatched roofs were identified during 
fieldwork, bringing the total number of recorded sites to 62. 

 

 
Types of Sites Recorded in 2022 
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The graph above displays a breakdown of the types of structures recorded in 
2022. Of a total of 62 structures, 51 were thatched. 29 structures were found to 
have historic thatched roofs. Nine structures had corrugated sheeting over early 
coats of thatch or directly over the roof timbers. Nine thatched buildings had 
replacement timber roof structures with thatch over. Six were modern buildings 
with thatched roofs. Six were structures where an interim solid roof such as 
corrugated iron had been replaced with a new thatch in recent years. One house 
was a roofless ruin. One house had recently had its thatch removed and now 
had a solid roof. And finally, one structure was the reconstructed windmill at 
Skerries. 

The graph below plots the number of historic thatched structures recorded in 
Fingal during the 1986/7 OPW survey, the 2005 Fingal County Council survey and 
the 2022 survey. Today, 29 historic thatched roofs are extant in the county. 

 
Graph plotting historic thatched roofs from 1986 to 2022 in Fingal 

 

Structural Forms 
The thatched houses of Fingal generally have one of two prominent types of 
plan forms: direct-entry and lobby-entry. As illustrated below, in a direct-entry 
plan, the main entrance door opens directly to the original kitchen with the 
hearth being located on an original end wall. In a lobby-entry plan, the main 
door opens to a small lobby or hall which is in line with the hearth and a 
perpendicular jamb wall. The jamb wall or partition protects the kitchen and 
hearth from draughts. 
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In recent decades, many of the recorded houses have been altered internally 
and have lost the early partition walls and as a result the lobby-house 
arrangement has been lost. 

 
Photograph of a direct-entry floor plan by Caoimhín Ó Danachair, National Folklore 
Collection, UCD 

 
Photograph of a lobby-entry floor plan of a house in Lusk from the Material Culture 
Survey Group Dublin (1943), held in National Folklore Collection, UCD  
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Extensions 
The extension of vernacular houses is something that has always occurred. 
Traditionally, houses were extended in a linear fashion with an extra room or 
partitioned rooms being added to one or two ends of the house. In the mid-
twentieth century, vernacular houses in Fingal and throughout Ireland were 
often extended with the addition of a back kitchen to accommodate a new 
electric cooker and bathroom as traditional ways of living evolved. During the 
2022 survey, it was noted that recently constructed extensions to the rears of 
thatched houses are much larger structures than earlier extensions, often 
comprising two floors. In such cases, the original rear yard or garden of the 
domestic plot had been completely altered by the new structural additions. In 
two cases, modern extensions extended directly from the roof ridge and the 
rear slope had been subsumed by the extension. 

Interior Features 
Where vernacular buildings were accessed during the survey, it was noted that 
most have lost their early interior features and fittings. Commonly, interiors had 
been refurbished and modernised to meet contemporary needs and comforts. 
In a house at Dardistown, good quality internal window and door joinery were 
present. In 16 Lower Main Street, Rush, a lugged and kneed door architrave and 
corresponding panelled door, more commonly found in grander buildings of the 
mid-18th century, were recorded upstairs.  

A well-preserved vernacular interior was recorded at a farm complex at 
Baldongan. The house, which was surveyed in detail in 2007 by Brendan Lynch 
as part of the Vernacular Farm Complex Survey of Fingal, retains its traditional 
central kitchen with open hearth, partitioned bedrooms and timber stairs that 
rises to a loft room.  

At a farmhouse at Carnhill to the south of Skerries, there were two notable 
features of interest. One was a brick bread oven and the other was a niche 
erected to house a now-lost grandfather clock. 
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Left: A lugged and kneed architrave from the mid-18th century which is an unusual 
feature within a thatched house. 

Right: A steep flight of timber stairs rises at the jamb wall to a loft bedroom. 

         
Left: A niche which was built to house a grandfather clock at the house at Carnhill 

Right: The interior of the brick-built bread oven within the house at Carnhill. 

 

Roof Structures 
Both the hipped roof and gable-ended roof types were traditionally employed in 
Fingal’s buildings. In Fingal, traditional vernacular roofs were usually supported 
by couple trusses which comprised a front and back rafter connected at the 
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apex and tied with a collar. In earlier roofs, couple trusses were formed with 
rough timbers and an example of this can be seen in one of the pair of houses at 
Bisset Strand, Malahide. According to the late thatcher Charlie Fanning, ship 
timbers were often recycled and used in the houses in coastal areas such as 
Skerries. Evidence to support this assertion can be seen in the roof of 42 Quay 
Street, Skerries, where an oar was used as the horizontal tie or collar in one of 
the couple rafters. In later roofs, more uniform, sawn timbers were employed 
but again were usually formed into couples.  

In other parts of Ireland, a sod layer or scraw was placed between the timber 
roof structure and thatch. In Fingal and other regions of Ireland including 
lowland areas of Leinster, the base coat of straw was sewn directly to the roof 
timbers using tarred twine or súgán ropes. 

 

 
Roofing timbers with additional supports to Clay Cottage, Dublin Road, Lusk 

 

Thatching Methods 
Traditionally, the slice thatching method, known elsewhere as thrust thatching, 
was carried out in North Dublin. Slice thatching, as demonstrated by Charlie 
Fanning in a video from the 1980s held by the National Folklore Collection, was 
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used for both annual repairs and for the full re-thatching of roofs. In the 1980 
interview with Roseanne Meenan for the Urban Folklore Project, Charlie Fanning 
described the traditional slice thatching technique: he stated that the best time 
to cut wheaten straw for thatching was when the crop was still “a bit rare”. The 
thatcher would ask the farmer to cut the wheat about two weeks earlier than 
normal. This also suited the farmer as it meant the ears wouldn’t fall off during 
stooking. The farmer would tie up the stooks prior to threshing. Following 
threshing, the thatcher could take the straw away to prepare it for thatching. The 
thatcher would shake the straw out and mix the tails and heads to create a 
bond. The thatcher would prepare the straw by gathering it into bundles. 
Wangles would be made for thatching with a pronged thatching fork known as a 
slice. According to Charlie Fanning, a thatcher could prepare about 5000 wangles 
a day which were lengths of straw tied at the top with a knot that could be thrust 
into a prepared hole in the existing straw roof. 

Retired thatcher Brian Simpson described the importance of wetting straw used 
in the slice thatching method. He said that by wetting the straw, it made it 
workable and supple and would draw out the wax. 

Since the 1990s, the scollop thatching method has been commonly used in 
Fingal. Peter Childs, who has thatched most of the structures in North Dublin, 
favours this method as it allows the thatcher to place a far deeper coat of thatch 
on a roof than the slice thatching method. During scollop thatching, the thatcher 
secures straw in place using straight sally or hazel scollops which are pinned 
with hairpin scollops. Bull wire “skivvers” or pins were frequently used in place of 
scollops and were often used to hold protective chicken wire on thatched roofs. 
In the case of modern roof structures in Fingal, new thatch was secured using 
baling twine and or screw and wire fixings. 
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Thatcher Alan Grimes demonstrates the knotting of a wangle in oaten straw 
outside 17 Church Street, Skerries in 2022 

 

A photograph of Martin Fanning, son of Charlie, slice thatching a roof in Fingal. 
Courtesy of Martin Fanning 
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A bundle of hairpin scollops ready for use by thatcher Alan Grimes 

 

Charlie Fanning described the use of a diluted clay mixture which would be 
thrown over the straw roof following thatching. Once dry, the mixture became 
quite hard and would help to protect the straw. Today, this process is no longer 
used, but thatcher Peter Childs says that he has seen clay in roofs in Fingal. 
Barry O’Reilly has written about the use of clay in thatched roofs, a process 
known as stapple thatch, and notes that it is a tradition also found in roofs in 
County Down. 

Ridge Types 
Currently, the flush bobbin ridge is considered the traditional ridge type in Fingal 
and its use is encouraged by Fingal County Council. A bobbin ridge is formed by 
the threading of bobbin-ended straw onto a length of bamboo. The completed 
section of ridge is than set into place, straddling the apex, and is pinned with 
scollops or bamboo rodding. The image below shows thatcher Christie Brereton 
with a length of bobbin ridge ready for installation.  

Thatcher Peter Childs creates flush bobbin ridges on newly thatched roofs but 
believes that when a roof’s thatched covering is in its second phase of life, a 
block ridge should be installed to prolong the life of the coat. Block ridges, both 
plain and ornamental, can be seen around Fingal today but are discouraged 
from a heritage perspective as they are not traditional in the county. 
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Whilst the flush bobbin ridge is considered appropriate, they are not the only 
ridge type to have been used in Fingal. Early black and white photos held in the 
Lawrence and Valentine Collections of the National Library and taken by Kit 
Sheridan of Rush show that clay ridges were commonly used to cap Fingal’s 
roofs. 

In addition to clay or straw ridges, other fabric such as timber planks, felt or steel 
have been used in Fingal to protect the tops of roofs. In the case of the last 
historic thatched house in Lusk, Clay Cottage, the roof is weathered with a steel 
ridge. 

 

 

 

 

Christy Brereton at the house known as Gensita at Drishoge, 1997. Photograph courtesy 
of Martin Fanning 
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18&19 Thomas Hand Street, Skerries with a flush bobbin ridge 

 
16 Lower Main Street, Rush has an ornamental block ridge. The imported style, 

common to UK thatched houses, is not traditional to Fingal 
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A clay ridge to Johnny Donnelly’s house at Lower Main Street, Rush, now demolished. 

Photograph taken by Kit Sheridan c.1975, courtesy of Niall Gosson 

 
Clay Cottage, Dublin Road, Lusk which has a steel ridge 
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Thatching materials 
Wheaten straw was the predominant thatching material in Fingal until the mid-
1950s when the combine harvester was introduced. The combine harvester 
process produces a poor-quality straw that will not last if used for thatch. This is 
due to several related factors which have had a negative impact on the length 
and strength of the straw and on the damage that it undergoes in harvesting.  

The timing of the harvest is important, straw for thatching should be cut when 
the stalks are at the ‘rainbow stage’ or ‘rare’ with the green retreating but still 
visible at the nodes of the stalks. (This means it still has its strength and it keeps 
that strength.) Previously the crop would have been cut and gathered into 
sheaves and stooked in the field where the grain would continue to ripen on the 
cut stalks. With modern combine harvesters, the crop is cut when the grain is 
ripe, by this stage wheaten straw will have lost its strength and become brittle. 
Because of this there was a shift away from wheaten to oaten straw which would 
still be green when the grain was harvested; oat grain ripens before the straw in 
contrast to wheat where the straw ripens before the grain. Additionally, the 
development and use of growth regulators such as Cycocel, which shortened 
stalks to support larger, higher yield wheat ears, rendered modern straw 
unsuitable. Straw historically was much longer and stronger and was therefore 
better for thatching. 

The threshing process is also very important in the production of straw suitable 
for thatching use. Previously the reaper & binder was one machine and the 
thresher was another separate machine. These functions were then combined 
into the combine harvester. On a threshing machine the way you would feed the 
stalks in was different for thatching straw than if you were just threshing for the 
grain. For grain you would feed the stalks in head first and the heads would get 
knocked by the serrated rasp bars in the drum; this is faster and more efficient 
in removing the grain from the stalks, but would damage the stalks going 
around the drum. For thatching straw, you would feed the stalks side on rather 
than lengthways so that they would go around the drum without getting bent 
and battered. This is more time-consuming as you must take care to keep the 
load on the drum uniform. 
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Threshing machine at Cornstown House (1917 Ransome Colonial) 

Changes in farming practices in the mid-twentieth century meant that straw 
went from being a widely available by-product of farming which needed only a 
limited amount of special handling to be suitable for use, to effectively being a 
specialist niche product which needed to be grown and harvested specifically for 
thatching.  

In accessible historic roofs spaces in Fingal, wheaten straw was always recorded 
as the base coat during the survey. Today, Fingal’s roofs are generally repaired 
with oaten straw, wheaten straw or a mixture of both. According to Martin 
Fanning, barley straw was used in the mid-1980s rethatching of a house on 
Sandy Road in Rush. 

Water reed is still relatively uncommon as a principal thatching material in 
Fingal. It has been used on five houses, three of which were constructed in the 
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1990s. While reed is grown in Ireland, thatchers who use it do not favour Irish-
grown reed due to its high concentrations of nitrate. Instead, reed is imported 
for sale from regions in France, Poland and Turkey. 

Thatchers Brian Simpson and Peter Childs suggest that it is good practice to use 
water reed at eaves level to support upper coats of straw and prevent collapse. 
Water reed can be seen under the eaves in several straw roofs in Fingal today. 

Charlie Fanning, in the 1980 interview with Roseanne Meenan, said that his 
preferred variety of wheat was Winter Velveteen. Today in Fingal, thatchers 
normally source Irish-grown straw from suppliers or grow their own. Retired 
thatcher Brian Simpson stated that he had to import Triticale wheat in the early 
2000s from the UK when thatching the roof of 78 Church Street, Skerries.  

The Gryson family from Ashbourne grow wheaten straw varieties that were 
developed for their suitability in thatching. Varieties grown include N59 which 
was developed in the UK in 1959, Maris Widgeon, Marris Huntsman and Apollo. 
They also grow oats and have a number of historic harvesting machines.  

 

 
Dominic Gryson of Cornstown House grows varieties of straw and oats that are suitable 
for thatching. 
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Bluestone 
Copper sulphate, commonly known as bluestone, is generally added to the straw 
roofs of Fingal by a thatcher each spring. The well-established practice has 
prolonged the lifespan of roofs by preventing germination of seeds which could 
encourage bird activity. Bluestone crystals are mixed with washing soda crystals 
and diluted prior to spraying on a thatched roof. The addition of soda crystals 
makes the copper sulphate solution adhere to the thatch. The process brings up 
or preserves the golden colour of straw, which is particularly bright in the case of 
oaten straw roofs. When interviewed during the survey, some owners stated 
that they had availed of grant assistance under the Stitch in Time grant to help 
with the funding of annual bluestoning. 

 

 
Copper sulphate or bluestone crystals ready for use by the thatcher Alan Grimes 

 

Grant Funding 
Of the 15 owners and custodians interviewed during the survey, 13 stated that 
they had received grant funding from either Fingal County Council under the 
Built Heritage Investment Scheme, the Stitch in Time Grant Scheme or via the 
Department’s Thatching Grant Scheme. 
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Continued Demise 
The demise of thatch is not a new phenomenon. Kevin Danaher (Caoimhín Ó 
Danachair), who was an author and ethnographer with the Irish Folklore 
Commission, was fully aware of the pending loss of thatch in Ireland in the 
1960s. In the chapter ‘Thatch and Whitewash’ in his book In Ireland Long Ago 
(1962), Danaher stated, “New ways of life and new fashions are calling for new 
houses. The thatched roof is doomed to extinction, together with many features 
of the past.”  

In a 1980 interview Charlie Fanning described how the introduction of the 
modern harvesters in the 1950s radically changed the harvesting process, 
yielding wheat and oaten straw unsuitable for thatching. According to Fanning, 
access to good straw became difficult and many people in Skerries removed 
their thatched roofs and turned to asbestos. 

 

 
Front Cover of Vol 7 of Living Heritage, published May 1990 
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Writing on the demise of thatch in 1990, Barry O’Reilly, who presently works at 
the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage, provided precise 
figures for the rates of loss in towns including Lusk, Rush and Skerries which 
once had very high numbers of thatched buildings. “Overall, in the period 1964-
89, Rush has lost some eighty-five percent of its thatched roofs. Even more 
startling, Skerries and Lusk have lost ninety and ninety-five percent respectively. 
Skerries has lost an average of three thatched roofs each year since 1964, i.e., 
one roof every four months for the last twenty-five years.” At the time of writing, 
O’Reilly noted that Skerries had just seven thatched roofs left; today it has only 
five. 

In response to the dramatic loss of Fingal’s historic thatched buildings, a group 
of concerned volunteers formed the Fingal Thatch Preservation Society in the 
early 1990s. Members included passionate advocates for the county’s thatched 
and vernacular heritage, some of whom could also thatch. Founding member 
Brendan Lynch said that at the time, just two houses were “listed buildings” and 
“sound houses across the county were being levelled – some with furniture 
inside.” 

The group held meetings to discuss what they could do to stem the loss. Charlie 
Fanning’s son Martin volunteered to carry out repairs on vulnerable roofs. Brian 
Simpson joined the society and began thatching with Martin in the mid-1990s. 
To raise funds, the society held sponsored cycles, and they donated money to 
owners to help fund repairs. Brendan Lynch, who is an artist, exhibited a 
collection of watercolours of Fingal’s thatches. He also bought and restored two 
thatched houses in Rush. 

In conversation with the writer of this report, Brendan Lynch described the 
group as “doers” and said they were “fearless”. They “kept an eye on thatch 
around the county” and developed good relationships with many of the owners. 
They volunteered their time at weekends to repair and thatch people’s houses. 
One such structure was the picturesque house at Oldtown, which Brendan 
described as a rare type given that the principal entrance was on the gable end. 
The society members worked on the house every weekend to thatch the roof 
but unfortunately the house was subsequently demolished. 

Following the introduction of the Planning and Development Act, 2000, the 
remaining historic thatched structures of Fingal were added to the Record of 
Protected Structures and became eligible for annual grant funding. According to 
Brendan Lynch, the society remains in existence but became less active after the 
thatches were protected and the grants were introduced. 
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Given the costs involved and the difficulties in maintaining thatched buildings, 
further loss in Fingal has occurred. In recent years, a house on School Lane, 
Corduff near Lusk has lost its straw roof and just the front and side elevations 
remain standing today. However, positive stories from the county include the 
recent re-thatching of a formerly thatched, tin-roofed house at Balscadden, the 
thatching of a previously tiled roof on a house at Sea Road in Malahide and the 
restoration of the Casino on the Dublin Road, Malahide. 

5. Owners’ Concerns 
 
During discussions with owners of Fingal’s thatched structures in the course of 
the 2022 field survey, many raised concerns that impact their ability to preserve 
and maintain their traditional roofs. Issues including the high cost of thatching, 
the need to repair a roof on a regular basis, and limited access to insurance 
cover were frequently cited as major problems by owners. Many owners felt 
burdened by their thatched roofs and found them to be a source of stress. 

Despite grant support, many owners stated that they struggle to fund large 
repair jobs or full re-thatching. One older owner found the local authority Built 
Heritage Investment Scheme grant application process too cumbersome and no 
longer tried to avail of funding. 

Additionally, owners expressed concerns about birds, particularly seagulls in 
coastal areas, which can cause significant damage to thatched roofs. Birds often 
pick at straw to avail of material when nest building or to find insects. During a 
survey of Bremore, Balbriggan, the surveyor noted that gulls had built their nest 
on top of the ridge out of roof straw. 

 

 
Gulls on the ridge of Bremore Cottage with a nest made of straw from the roof. 



FINGAL THATCH PROJECT 2022 
REPORT 

44 
 

Some owners and thatchers expressed concern over the possibility of the 
occurrence of a roof fire. Fires had previously caused damage to the roofs of 
houses at Bremore, Darcytown, Skerries Road, 18 & 19 Thomas Hand Street and 
5 Convent Lane, Skerries. Martin Fanning recalled that the roof at Convent Lane 
went on fire on 11th September 2001. Brendan Lynch, who saved and restored 
two thatched houses in Rush in the 1990s, said that each Halloween he was 
nervous of fireworks and worried that someone might intentionally set the roof 
alight. 

In addition to the destructive force of fire, flooding was a concern of three of the 
owners interviewed during the survey. In all cases, the flooding of the public 
road outside their houses had caused water to ingress into their properties. The 
owners had engaged with Fingal County Council to rectify matters.  

A fourth owner expressed concern for a tree growing within the public realm 
directly outside of the house. The owner believed the tree, which overhangs the 
thatched roof, causes unnecessary deterioration of the straw. 

The most pressing matter of concern for owners of thatched houses in Fingal in 
2022 is the issue of home insurance. The problem is not just a Fingal issue but a 
national one. In many cases, homeowners did not have house insurance either 
because of the high cost of premiums or because they could not get a policy. 
Some owners stated that they could just about afford premiums but if policies 
increased further, they would have to cancel their insurance. In their frustration, 
one owner explained that he had recently written to his local TDs and 
government ministers for assistance with the matter, whilst another owner 
contacted national media and spoke on RTÉ radio to share his concerns. 

 

6. Recommendations for Positive Action 
 

Work has been carried out at county and national levels by Fingal County 
Council, the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage (DHLGH), 
and the Heritage Council to promote the preservation of thatched structures. 
Fingal County Council has added all historic thatched structures to its Record of 
Protected Structures, provides conservation advice to owners and occupiers of 
thatched buildings, and coordinates annual grant schemes. Under the Built 
Heritage Investment Scheme (BHIS), Historic Structures Fund (HSF), and 
Architectural Heritage Fund - Stitch in Time schemes, grants are awarded for 
thatching and conservation repairs to eligible buildings.  

Fingal County Council through the Stich in Time grant enables owners of thatch 
to carry out routine maintenance work such as patching and bluestoning. This 
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greatly assists with ensuring the longevity of thatch in the county. Following the 
success of the Stitch in Time grant scheme in Fingal, Donegal County Council 
now offer funding under this model. The DHLGH also provide funding for 
thatching under the Thatching Grant scheme. 

At national level, the DHLGH set out a series of actions identified in the 
publication A Living Tradition, a strategy to enhance understanding, minding and 
handling of our built vernacular heritage (2021). Recommendations of the 
document that are currently being actioned include the undertaking of research 
into insurance for thatched structures in Ireland and the collating of data from 
all previous county-based thatch surveys to create a national profile of thatched 
structures. The Department has also produced Thatch: a guide to the repair of 
thatched roofs (2015) which provides guidance to custodians and professionals. 
Copies of both publications can be downloaded from the National Inventory of 
Architectural Heritage’s (NIAH) webpage: Resources - Buildings of Ireland 

In 2022, the Heritage Council launched a webpage dedicated to thatch that 
provides useful information for owners: Thatched Properties - Heritage Council 

In addition to the work carried out to date, the 2022 Fingal Thatch Survey team 
recommend a series of further actions to help safeguard Fingal’s thatched 
buildings. 

 

Recommended Actions at Local Level 
1. Register of Thatched Buildings in Fingal: In 2022, Fingal County Council 

commissioned a register to document all extant historic and modern 
thatched structures as well as past structures that have been demolished 
or have lost their thatched roofs. All thatched structures on the NIAH 
survey and the Fingal County Council Record of Protected Structures were 
included in the document. It is recommended that the 2022 register 
remain as a live document to include additional buildings with thatched 
roofs under tin. A copy of the Fingal register should be provided to the 
Department of Housing, Local Government, who are presently collating a 
national survey of thatched buildings in Ireland. 

2. Thatch Surviving Under Tin: The 2022 survey aimed principally to capture 
information on those thatched buildings that are still in active use. It is 
thought that a significant number of thatched roofs survive in Fingal, to a 
greater or lesser degree of preservation, under tin roofs directly over the 
thatch or over the roof timbers with layers of thatch stripped off. Fingal 
County Council should continue to request that where planning 
applications for structures with thatch under tin roofs are made, that the 
buildings should be recorded. 
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3. Grant Assistance: Fingal County Council and other grant-funding agencies 
should continue to offer annual funding to owners or occupiers of 
thatched houses. During eligibility-screening of applications, thatched 
vernacular buildings or structures with corrugated sheeting over thatch 
should continue to be prioritised for the allocation of funding.  

4. Outreach: It is recommended that Fingal County Council review 
mechanisms and forums to reach out to owners of thatched buildings on 
a regular basis to provide information on grant funding and assistance. 
The conservation office is best placed to offer practical advice and 
assistance. This could be done in an effective way through engagement 
with a forum of Fingal’s thatch heritage community. 

5. Heritage Week or Information Events: The appetite for information and the 
appreciation of thatch amongst the public was clear at the Heritage Week 
tour of Skerries and the active use of social media pages that are 
dedicated to thatched buildings. Fingal County Council could help foster 
this interest in thatch by hosting thatch-specific information events 
annually or biannually, and invite all owners, custodians and other 
interested people.  

6. Storymap: The Storymap produced to present the community’s 
contributions and data on the social history of thatched structures in 
Fingal as part of the 2022 project should be promoted by Fingal County 
Council to the public. 

 

Recommended Actions at National Level 
1. Support to suppliers of materials for thatching: changes in farming practices 

in the mid-twentieth century fundamentally altered the cultural landscape 
in which thatch had previously thrived. Any serious attempt to preserve 
thatched roofs and the tradition of thatching in existence needs to look 
holistically at the whole process including the growing and supply of the 
materials that form the thatch. The growing and processing of straw 
suitable for thatching requires an approach that is different to 
contemporary farming practices. This can present challenges to the 
grower in navigating farming regulations and grant processes. 
Recognition of the cultural heritage value of what is now a specialist 
process and its role in the vernacular tradition of thatching could assist in 
providing a framework in which thatching straw could be grown. This 
would require cross-sectoral communication and support for the growers. 
Just as the skills and knowledge for thatching a roof are now at risk after 
centuries of transmission, similarly at risk are the skills and knowledge in 
relation to growing and preparing straw for thatching. The accelerated 
disappearance of thatch since the 1950s shows the importance of the 



FINGAL THATCH PROJECT 2022 
REPORT 

47 
 

supply of suitable straw to the survival of thatch and the integral 
connection of this vernacular tradition to the cultural landscape.  

2. Thatching Grant: The maximum grant of €3,180 available under the 
thatching grant scheme coordinated by the Department of Housing, Local 
Government and Heritage should be increased. 

3. Climate Change and Energy: It is recommended that at county and national 
level, a portfolio of best practice case studies for the appropriate 
conservation and fabric retrofit for vernacular thatched houses should be 
developed. Case studies should cover the restoration of character, the 
impacts of incremental changes and fabric retrofit to improve energy 
efficiency of a building. Such case studies could be disseminated to 
owners and occupants as part of outreach and at pre-planning application 
meetings. 

4. Building Insurance: At the time of writing, the Department of Housing, 
Local Government and Heritage have commissioned a study on the 
insurance of thatched structures in Ireland. Having discussed the matter 
of insurance with numerous owners in Fingal, this report recommends 
that the situation must be addressed at a national level so that 
homeowners can insure their properties annually for a reasonable fee. 

5. Tax Incentives: At national level, measures such as incentives or rebates 
should be investigated and implemented to help reduce the cost of 
thatching. Incentives should also be provided to professional thatchers 
and the growers of straws that are suitable for thatching.  

 

7. Grant Funding for Architectural Heritage 
 

Grant schemes can assist owners and occupiers in preserving heritage buildings 
and structures in Fingal. Grant funding is provided by Fingal County Council for 
conservation works to protected structures and non-protected structures within 
an ACA. Please visit fingal.ie for further information on the eligibility of your 
project and how to apply. 

Historic Structures Fund (HSF) for Stream 1 grants of between €15,000 to 
€50,000 and Stream 2 grants of between €50,000 and €200,000. 

Built Heritage Investment Scheme (BHIS) for grants of €2,500 and €15,000. 

Fingal County Council’s Architectural Heritage Fund “Stitch in Time Grant” 
for grants of between €100 and €2,500. 
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Department of Housing Thatching Grant 

A grant of two thirds of the approved cost, up to a maximum of €3,810 euro, is 
available. A higher level of assistance of up to €5,714 euro is available for houses 
on specified offshore islands. Householders with a medical card may be eligible 
for thatching grants up to a maximum of €6,350 euro (or €8,253 euro in the case 
of houses on the offshore islands). In such cases the grant may cover up to 80% 
of the approved cost of works subject to the maximum grant. 

 

 

 
Varieties of wheat grown at Cornstown House near Ashbourne which are suitable for 

traditional thatching. 
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8. Sources of Information 
 

www.heritagecouncil.ie/our-work-with-others/thatched-properties 

The Heritage Council launched a helpful page 2022 on their website dedicated to 
thatch in Ireland. The webpage aims to provide useful information on various 
issues now facing owners and prospective buyers of thatched properties. 

www.buildingsofireland.ie/resources/ 

A resource dedicated to the conservation and study of thatched buildings in 
Ireland including details of thatchers and suppliers of thatching materials. 

www.fingal.ie/heritage-and-conservation 

Fingal County Council’s website includes a section for Heritage and 
Conservation.  



FINGAL THATCH PROJECT 2022 
REPORT 

50 
 

9. References  
 

Beattie, C. (Unpublished Thesis, 2022) The Future of Donegal’s Thatched Structures 

Danaher, K. (1945). The Questionnaire System: Roofs and Thatching, Béaloideas, 15 

203-217 

Danaher, K. (1962). In Ireland Long Ago, Dublin: Mercier Press  

Danaher, K. (1975). Ireland’s vernacular architecture. Cork: Published for the 

Cultural Relations Committee of Ireland by The Mercier Press. 

Danaher, K. and Irish Tourist Board (1975). Ireland’s Traditional Houses. Dublin: 

Bord Fáilte. 

Dublin Heritage Group and Dublin Public Libraries (1993). Vernacular buildings of 

East Fingal. Dublin: Dublin Public Libraries Publication for The Dublin Heritage 

Group. 

Government of Ireland (2021). A Living Tradition, A Strategy to Enhance the 

Understanding of Our Built Vernacular Heritage. 

Lynch, B.P. (2007). Vernacular architecture of Fingal: an illustrated survey. 

Ballyboughal, Co. Dublin: B.P. Lynch. 

NIAH (2002). An Introduction to the Architectural Heritage of Fingal. Dublin: 

Stationery Office. 

Nolan, D., O’Reilly, B. and MacCárthaigh C. (2015). Thatch: A Guide to the Repair of 

Thatched Roofs. Dublin: The Stationery Office. 

O’Reilly, B. (1990). The Demise of Thatch. Living Heritage - The Voice of An Taisce 

Vol 7, 4-5. 



FINGAL THATCH PROJECT 2022 
REPORT 

51 
 

O’Reilly, B. (2004). Living under Thatch: Vernacular Architecture in Co. Offaly. Cork: 

Mercier Press. 

O'Reilly, B. The Vernacular Architecture of North Co. Dublin Archaeology Ireland, 

Vol. 5, No. 2 (Summer, 1991), pp. 24-26 Published by: Wordwell Ltd. Stable URL: 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20558356 

Sharkey, O. (1985). Old Days, Old Ways. Dublin: O’Brien Press. 

  



FINGAL THATCH PROJECT 2022 
REPORT 

52 
 

10. Appendix: Maps and Gazetteer 




































































































































