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Richard O’Brien has been an archaeologist with the National Roads Authority since 2007, prior to which he had worked with Waterford County Council from 2001. He has worked as an archaeologist since completing a Masters Degree in UCC in 1993. The Masters involved research on perforated (spindle whorls) and unperforated stone discs, which he has continued to study through examination of these objects from various road projects.
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You may often have wondered when did clothing, as we know it, first start to be worn by our Irish ancestors. We know that our earliest hunter-gatherers wore skins and hides but it is not until the Late Bronze Age that we have definitive evidence of cloth, with woven fabrics surviving from Armoy, Co. Antrim, and from Island MacHugh and Killymoon Demesne, both in County Tyrone. Such evidence makes it obvious that hand spinning and weaving were carried out at or near these sites. 

Generally, the only direct evidence for hand spinning is from the recovery of whorls: short, generally circular, perforated objects used to give balance and equilibrium to spindles and used for hand spinning textiles. Whorls were in use from the Bronze Age until the advent of the spinning wheel, which did not reach these shores until perhaps as late as the 15th/ 16th centuries AD. Therefore whorls were being used in Ireland for 3,000 years and, perhaps, even longer.

On a world-wide basis raw materials as diverse as amber, animal bone, antler, bronze, coal, dried-out cow dung, glass, human bone, iron, lead, lignite, potatoes, pottery, stone (generally sandstones/mudstones but occasionally chalk, limestone, slate and even granite), and wood were used as whorls. Spindles too were made from a variety of materials including bone and metal but were predominantly of wood. Whorls were also used in necklaces and an example from northern Nigeria will be displayed during the seminar: the same object could have served a dual function. One of the most important elements in whorl identification is knowing the object’s weight as this will determine whether the object was either too light or too heavy to have functioned properly. The results of experimental hand spinning carried out on excavated whorls will be presented.

Taking examples from recent NRA road projects the author will outline some new discoveries including a whorl from Killemly, Co. Tipperary, from the M8 Cashel to Mitchelstown road scheme, which represents the earliest example of a whorl decorated by three concentric lines. In conclusion it will be proposed that a number of larger beads found on earlier excavations may indeed have functioned as whorls too and that these should be re-examined.
