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Outline of talk 
Placenames 

• Origins  

• Sources of confusion  

• Sources of information   

 

Family Names  

• Name origins & variations 

• Naming Practices & Traditions 

• Sources of information  
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Place-names  
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Land Divisions 

* 

*** 

* 

**** 

*** 

Value 

Useful for some record types – knowing the 

county will determine the province 

4 Province 

Major and consistent land division – vital  32 County 

Used for only a limited number of record types – 

not essential  

273 Barony 

Vital for record purposes 2,500 Civil 

Parish 

Major ‘address’ in rural communities – very 

variable in size from 10 acres to thousands 

64,000 Townland 

Comments No. (1) Unit  
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Co. Monaghan  

Civil Parishes 

Each Civil parish is 

composed of approx. 

20-30  townlands 
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Co. Monaghan  

Townlands 
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Placenames 
Vast majority are anglicised versions of Gaelic original names: 
 Ballydesmond 
 Gortahork 
 Doonbeg  
 
Minority English: Monkstown 

 Newbridge  
 
A very few Norse: Leixlip 

 Wexford 
 Waterford 
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Name variations 
 

• Anglicisation  
 
‘ the rendering of Irish placenames into English 
represented a record of the changes that Irish 
words undergo in the mouths of English speaking 
peoples'.  
P.W.Joyce 
 
• ‘political’ changes  

 
• Simplification   
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 Gaelic   English   

 Cill Airne   Killarney  

 Tuaim   Tuam  

 Béal an Átha   Ballina  

 Leitir Ceanainn   Letterkenny  

 Durlas   Thurles  

 Carraig Mhachaire Rois   Carrickmacross  

 Dún Dealgan   Dundalk  

 An Srath Bán   Strabane  

 Cúil Raithin   Coleraine  

 An Baile Meánach   Ballymena  

 Sionainn   Shannon  

 Bré   Bray  

 Leamhcán   Lucan  

 An Lorgain   Lurgan  

 Béal Átha Conaill   Ballyconnell  

 Beannchar   Bangor  

 Inis Ceithleann   Enniskillen  

 An Muileann gCearr   Mullingar  

 Inis Córthaidh   Enniscorthy  
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Proportion of people speaking Irish ONLY per county  
1851 Census 
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Note townlands  

with same name 
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Kildermeen 

Kildrimeen 

Kildermain 
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www.thecore.com/seanruad/ 

Must match exactly 
Anywhere in field 
End of Field 
Beginning of field  
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www.irishtimes.com/ancestor/placenames/ 
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http://maps.osi.ie/publicviewer 



www.flyleaf.ie 

'The Origin and 
history of Irish 

names of 
Places'   

 
by P.W. Joyce 
McGlashan 

and Gill, 
Dublin 1871 
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Irish Placenames Commission was established in 1946 to record and 
validate the Irish versions of place-names 

www.logainm.ie 
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Family Names  
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Irish Name Origins  

Gaelic.    Vast majority are of Gaelic origin    - O’,  Mac etc  

Norman:   French via England, arrived from 1169 – settled widely 
and became ‘more Irish than the Irish’   Fitzgerald, Roche, Burke .. 

English/Scottish:  Arrived mainly from mid 1500s – series of 
(mainly unsuccessful) plantations.  Ulster plantation of early 1600s 
brought huge numbers of Scots to Ireland 

Huguenot.  French Anglicans brought to Ireland  from mid 1600s. 
Mainly Dublin, Portarlington, Cork. E.g. Guerin, Millet,  Trench  

Palatines:   German Anglicans immigrants from 1709.  Settled in 
Limerick.  E.g. Bovenizer,  Bowen, Shouldice, Switzer, Rapple  
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   Percent in  
 Surname  Number  Leinster  Munster  Ulster   Connaught 
1  Murphy  62,600  34  44  14  8 
2  Kelly  55,900   34  17  22  27 
3  Sullivan  43,600  6  90  2  2 
4  Walsh  41,700   25  42  6  27 
5  Smith  33,700   31  8  55  6 
6  O’Brien  33,400   21  58  11  10 
7  Byrne  33,300   80  7  7  6 
8  Ryan  32,000   25  66  2  7 
9  Connor  31,200   26  37  16  21 
10  O’Neill  29,100   31  27  35  7 
 

Estimated population of Ireland 1890: 4.7 million. 
 
Source: Matheson, Special Report on Surnames in Ireland. 

Most Common names in Ireland 1890  
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Irish Name Forms  

Gaelic Name Forms:  
‘O’ Descended from… O’Caoimh O’Keefe 
Mac/Mc Son of … MacCartaigh McCarthy 
Giolla Servant or follower of … McGiollaEaspaigh Gillespie   
Maol Follower of … MaolCathaigh Mulcahy 
 
Norman Name Forms 
Fitz Fils - son of … Fitzgerald, Fitzmaurice 
De  of or from . . . Delahyde, Devereux  
 
 
Note:  Most names beginning with De.. are Gaelic - eg Dennehy, Delaney etc.  
Also FitzPatrick is Gaelic,  not Norman.   And Fitzell is Huguenot.  
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Anglicisation of names 

• Phonetic  or ‘sound-alike’ change  
– O’Súilleabháin O’Sullivan 

– O’Riain   O’Ryan  

– MacCárthaigh McCarthy 

– O’Cofaigh  Coffey 

– MacUillain  McQuillan 

 

• Translation & Pseudo-translation 
– Sionnach  Fox Sionnach = fox  

– Deeney  Peoples Daoine = people 

– McGowan  Smith Gabhan = smith  
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• Sound-alike assimilation 
– Sullihan to Sullivan  

– Quirke to Kirk 

– Downey/Dineen to Downing 

 

• Distortion 
– Maolbearaigh to Mulberry 

– Gillespie to Glashby 

 

• ‘Mc’ removal caused strange name forms 

– McGorman became Gorman  …..  BUT 

– McAnna became Kenna 
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Irish Names - Points to watch.1  

 Be creative with spelling variations  

 Different accents produced different phonetic spellings 

 Administrators in different areas used particular name-forms 

  

 Search with & without the O’ and Mc’ - many dropped 

these in the early 1800’s & replaced them later 

 

 There is no distinction between Mac and Mc 
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Irish Names - Points to Watch. 2 

• G & K interchanges – e.g. Gil- and Kil-   

• Gilbride / Kilbride     
• Gilfoyle/Kilfoyle etc 
• McKeever/McGeever 

• o - u - a interchanges  

• Noonan -  Nunan / McDonough - McDonogh - McDonagh 

• Toohey - Tuohey    

• K prefixes  Knowlan and Nowlan 

• ‘gh’  and  ‘h’  Gallagher & Gallaher   
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Griffith Valuation Survey 

Now free on  www.askaboutireland.ie  
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Robert E. Matheson 
‘Varieties and Synonyms of 
Surnames .. in Ireland’  
Dublin 
1901, and ‘Special Report on 
Surnames in Ireland’ ‘Dublin 
1909, both reprinted as 
‘Surnames in Ireland’ 
Baltimore, Maryland, 1982. 
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10 most common names in Catholic families  - 19th c.  (Matheson)   
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The ‘Second Name’  
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Jim.ryan@flyleaf.ie 
www.facebook.com/flyleafpress 
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Questions ? 


