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INTRODUCTION 
Samples of thatch from two historic buildings in Magilligan, Co. Londonderry, were presented for plant 
macrofossil analysis to determine the materials used for thatching. The buildings are believed to date to at 
least the early 19th century.  
 
The thatch for 360 Seacoast Rd, Magilligan, was delivered to the Palaeoecology Centre, Queen’s University 
Belfast, in March 2018. Senior Area Architect for the Historic Environment Division (HED) Naoímh Quinn 
reported that in recent years at least the roof was thatched with marram grass and maintained by the 
owner. The thatch was sampled from the cottage in four discrete batches measuring 45 × 35 cm placed on 
trays, clearly marked from bottom to top (Fig. 1a). The material was dry and in intact condition. It was 
stored indoors in the Palaeoecology Centre until March 2020, when it was transported to the home of the 
writer for subsampling and analysis, necessitated by the lockdown measures arising from the COVID-19 
epidemic. The excellent condition of the thatch made subsampling of individual layers or features 
straightforward; each feature was numbered and bagged separately. 
 

 
Fig. 1: Samples of thatch from a) 360 Seacoast Road and b) The Castle 

 
The thatch for The Castle, Curragh Road, Magilligan, was from an area of collapsed roof. The Historic 
Buildings database entry for the house (Reference HB02/09/026) indicates that the most recent layer of 
thatch is about 25 years old (based on a 1997 survey of the historic building) and comprised marram grass. 
The sample was brought to the Palaeoecology Centre in March 2020, and was delivered as a single, large 
batch on a wooden pallet (Fig. 1b). The material was in a dishevelled state, some of it overhanging the 
pallet and the upper levels indented by the ropes used to secure it. It was subsampled in the external 
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laboratory under the supervision of Emma Smyth (HED). Discreet layers or features were subsampled 
individually, respecting where possible stratigraphic levels, but the condition of the thatch, including slump, 
recent vegetation growth and wet areas, as well as the size of the thatch sample, hindered the recording of 
a clear sequence of layering. Chicken wire and blue rope on the underside of the sample were matted 
through a dry soil horizon containing abundant roots of living grasses and nettle, and revealed that the 
thatch had been delivered in an inverted position.  
 
The subsamples from both cottages were examined using a low-powered binocular microscope at x10 
magnification, and were identified with the aid of Cappers et al. (2006), Jacomet (2006) and reference 
cereal and grass material. No grain was present but identification of cereals was possible on the basis of 
spike (ear) features where these were present. For soil-rich samples, material was sieved through a stack of 
brass sieves with mesh sizes of 4 mm, 2 mm and 1 mm, and each fraction was examined for identifiable 
plant remains. Certain identifications are tentative for the time being and will require evaluation when 
access to the complete plant macrofossil collection at the Palaeoecology Centre is again possible; similarly a 
photographic record of components will be obtained at that time. Samples of wooden rods, usually cut to 
pencil points, were also reserved for possible wood analysis at a later date.  
 
 

360 Seacoast Rd 
The stratigraphic sequence of this thatch was easily established. Samples are presented mainly from 
bottom up (Table 1). Unless otherwise stated, samples relate to loose plant materials (i.e. not tightly 
packed in bundles). Fig. 2 provides an impression of the various configurations of materials.  
 

 
Fig. 2: Views of the sections represented by each of the trays of thatch from 360 Seacoast Road: a) Tray 4 

(top layer), b) Tray 3, below Tray 4, c) Tray 2, below Tray 3, d) Tray 1, sod layer (bottom), with partial 
scorching visible to the left 
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Table 1. Plant materials in thatch samples from 360 Seacoast Road, Magilligan, Co. Londonderry 

Sample no. Description Identifications 

TRAY 1 

1 Sod layer – vegetation side up in tray; 
sod very dry; partly scorched on 
vegetated side (Fig. 2d), more 
extensively on sod-side with linear 
breaks in the scorched areas 
(presumably where in contact with 
battens) (Fig. 3a); distinct smell of burnt 
peat  

Sod matrix – well-humified peat matrix. Seeds 
of grasses (non-cereal), Juncus (rushes), Carex 
(sedges), Ranunculus (buttercups) and Rumex 
(docks) present, as well as moss-leaves (non-
Sphagnum). Stem bases of grasses and sedges 
(possibly Eriophorum – bog cotton) on 
vegetated side of sod. 

TRAY 2 

9 Remnants of sod layer. Brittle, grass-like 
material, partly scorched (Fig. 3b), with 
sand attached, mixed with straw. Small 
molluscs present. 

Possibly seaweed. Straw (possibly rye) present 
with evidence of woodworm attack. Wide range 
of weed seeds (IDs to confirm): Agrostemma 
(corn cockle), Silene (campions), Cerastium 
(mouse-ears), Stellaria (chickweeds), Spergula 
arvensis (cornflower), Persicaria (knotgrasses), 
Chenopodium (goosefoots), Atriplex (oraches), 
as well as Carex. 

10  Twisted vegetation within Sample 9 Straw and vegetation, including Hordeum 
(barleys) and possibly Secale cereale (rye); small 
pinnatifid leaves of herbaceous plant also 
entwined 

8 Dry straw with spikes Secale cereale 

7 Rod  Bramble 

6 Dry straw with spikes above sample 8 Secale cereale 

5 Bundle of straw with spikes Secale cereale; fruit heads of Caryophyllaceae 
(Pink family, possibly Stellaria/Silene) present, 
with seeds of Stellaria (to confirm) and 
Agrostemma  

4 Rod with evidence of woodworm within 
sample 3 

Not identified 

3 Dry straw with spikes Secale cereale 

2  Dry straw Appears to be part of same straw (40 cm long) 
in Sample 3, with upper sections cut (Fig. 2c) 

TRAY 3 

16 Very dry and compact bundle, with 
signs of woodworm attack, next to 
sample 15 

Secale cereale (dark) 

15 Loosely bundled straw with spikes, next 
to sample 14 

Secale cereale (light) 

14 Loosely bundled straw with spikes; 
remnants of rods in situ (Fig. 3c) 

Secale cereale (light) 

13 Dry straw with spikes Secale cereale (dark) 

12 Fragmented straw with spikes (Fig. 3d) Secale cereale, some with small black spots 
(ergot?) 

11 Dry straw with spikes, next to sample 12 Secale cereale (dark) 

TRAY 4 

23 Loose bundle (with Sample 22) Secale cereale (light) 

22 Loose bundle (with Sample 23) Secale cereale (dark) 
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21 Soil-rich layer embedded with straw A sandy peaty matrix with Secale cereale 
straw/spikes 

20 Loose bundle above 21, with sandy 
component 

Stem bases of straw, unidentifiable although 
single grain of Secale cereale present, as well as 
Carex seed. Many small molluscs. 

19 Semi-compact bundle next to sample 20 Straw attached to stem bases, matt of small, 
fragmented twigs adhering to straw; sand 
present 

18 Compact bundle of mixed straw and 
twigs 

Dark and light straw with small twigs; one side 
of bundle composed of matted, fragmented 
straw; sand present 

17 Loose straw and twigs Straw fragments (comparable to samples 18 
and 19) and twigs; sand present 

 
The thatch remains indicate that the most frequently used plant material for thatch on this building was 
rye. Colour variations in the straw may be due to differences in preservation, the more degraded material 
being darker. The basal layer of sod appears to be derived from an area of heath or bog – the dried 
condition of the peat hinders the analysis of peat components, although its high level of humification 
implies that it was a slow-accumulating peat. Incorporated with the sod layer is possible seaweed, though 
the identification remains to be confirmed. A wide range of weed seeds common in arable fields is 
associated with the material immediately above the sod.  
 

 
Fig. 3: Details of thatch layers from 360 Seacoast Road: a) underside of basal sod layer (Sample 1) showing 

scorching; b) possible seaweed (Sample 9); c) loose straw bundle with rods in situ (Sample 14); d) 
fragmented straw and cereal spikes (Sample 12) 

 
Evidence for the use of marram grass in the thatch was lacking, but the uppermost layers contained a mix 
of straws and fine twigs (1-2 mm diameter). Identification of straw in the absence of ears, spikelets or seeds 
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is difficult, and vegetative remains (particular stem bases) from marram grass were not available for 
comparison at the time of analysis. It is nevertheless possible that the uppermost material includes 
marram, but this cannot presently be confirmed.  
 
The condition of the thatch was generally very good to excellent, despite evidence for the presence of 
woodworm in the lower layers. Evidence of aging thatch could be seen in the drier, more compact bundles 
and possibly by colour changes in the straw.  
 
 

The Castle 
A clear stratigraphic sequence was not possible for this sample as a result of distortions in the levels of the 
material. The samples are presented in numerical order in Table 2, representing an approximate 
sequencing from bottom of the thatch to the top. Positional references (e.g. behind, to the left) are entirely 
subjective as the orientation of the thatch is unknown. 
 
Table 2. Plant materials in thatch samples from The Castle, Curragh Road, Magilligan, Co. Londonderry 

Sample no. Description Identifications 

1 Uppermost bundle with bent rod (Fig. 
4a) 

Secale cereale  

2 Clump of loose, fragmented straw and 
spikes, with peaty base, next to 
Sample 1 

Well-humified, sandy peat, with seeds of 
Carex, Calluna vulgaris (ling), Juncus (rushes) 
and Urtica dioica (stinging nettle); Secale 
cereale  

3 Loose straw behind Sample 3 Secale cereale  

4 In depression under Sample 1 and 
extending further back 

Secale cereale 

5 Fragmented straw and spikes to the 
left of 1, possibly parallel 

Secale cereale and Hordeum vulgare subsp. 
vulgare (six-rowed hulled barley) (Fig. 4b) 

6 Mixed peat and fibre under Samples 5 
and 1 

Wet and fragments straw in advanced state 
of disintegration; on basis of the small 
amount of chaff present, Avena (oats), 
Secale cereale and Hordeum possibly 
present; seed of Agrostemma 

7 Behind/under sample 6; wetter Similar to sample 6. On basis of the small 
amount of chaff present, Avena (oats) and 
Hordeum possibly present 

8 At left edge, possibly the same as 
Sample 7; wetter; reedy with rods 

Similar to sample 7 but with some longer 
straw fragments 

9 Disintegrated straw in fine peat; 
relatively dry 

Stem bases of an unidentified grass; peat 
entirely decomposed 

10 Non-wood rod Bramble 

11 Loose straw towards rear, behind 
Samples 9/10 

Secale cereale 

12 Loose bundle at rear Ammophila arenaria (marram grass) (Fig. 4c) 

13 Lower part of peaty layer Loose peat with vegetative remains similar 
to straw in Sample 12 but very fragmented 

14 Loose, fragmented material to the 
right rear 

Secale cereale, very fragmented 

15 Very wet, fragmented material on far 
left 

Fragmented straw, including chaff of 
Hordeum and Secale cereale, 
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16 Loose, dry straw and spikes to the rear 
on the right 

Secale cereale  

17 Loose, dry straw and spikes to the side 
on the right 

Hordeum vulgare subsp. vulgare 

18 Loose, dry straw and spikes under 
sample 17 

Hordeum vulgare subsp. vulgare 

19 Loose, dry straw and spikes to the 
front right, positioned transverse to 
other layers 

Hordeum vulgare subsp. vulgare 

20 Similar to sample 19, front left Straw only, cf. Hordeum 

21 Sod layer continued; centre rear Fragmented straw; Hordeum and Secale 
cereale  

22 Small branches with remnants of 
whorls under Sample 21 

Linum usitatissimum (flax)? (Fig. 4d) 

23 Wiry, grass-like material at front left 
near Sample 22 

Discoloured grass stems; small grass seeds 
present (to be identified). Likely recent. 

24 Soft, fragmented straw towards front Hordeum vulgare subsp. vulgare 

25 Peaty horizon below wire Grass stems with many small grass seeds, 
moss leaves and fungi 

26 Similar to Sample 25, above wire Dry soil-rich mass with mixed straw and 
roots of grass (cf. Sample 25) 

Not 
sampled 

Sod above wire; straw entwined with 
nettle roots, grass and moss 

 

 
The thatch remains from The Castle demonstrate the use of a range of materials for roof construction. 
Cereal straw, particularly of rye, would seem to have been the resource of choice, but other material was 
incorporated, including marram grass and possibly flax. Marram grass was not observed in the upper levels, 
contrary to expectations. Given the poor state of the thatch, intermingled with plant roots and wire, it is 
possible that the apparent absence is due to taphonomic issues, but intact thatch was not observed in 
proximity to the chicken wire. 
 
The condition of the thatch sample was mainly very poor. Evidently, the surface of the thatch had been 
invaded in recent years by plant growth, and water penetration has led to the disintegration of the 
material. The wetter samples were invariably in an advanced state of decomposition, and a range of living 
insects and insect larvae were visible during analysis.  
 
 
DISCUSSION 
Analysis of the thatch from two historic buildings at Magilligan, Co. Londonderry, shows that thatchers used 
a wide range of resources. Contrary to recent knowledge, it would appear that cereal straw, and in 
particular that from rye, was the main material employed in thatching, at least for those periods 
represented by the present thatch layers. Certain evidence for the incorporation of marram grass can be 
seen at The Castle, but this seems to have been a very minor component. It is possible that marram is also 
present in the upper layers at No. 360 Seacoast Road but comparisons with vegetative remains from 
reference marram is needed to confirm this identification. Other minor additions to thatch possibly include 
seaweed and flax stems. In both houses, small wooden rods (typically <10 mm in diameter) were employed 
as pegs, as well as bramble stems (Fig. 5).  
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Fig. 4: Details of material within thatch layers from The Castle: a) twisted rod with mixed rye cereal spikes 

(Sample 1); b) spikes of barley and rye (Sample 5); c) straw and spikes of marram grass (Sample 12); d) 
branches possibly of flax (Sample 22) 

 

 
Fig. 5: Samples of rods within thatch from The Castle: a) wooden rods; c) bramble rods, stripped of thorn 
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