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ABSTRACT

Irish Archaeological Consultancy Ltd (IAC), funded by Galway County Council and
the National Roads Authority (NRA), undertook the excavation of a burnt mound
under Ministerial Directions at the site of Gortavoher 1 along the proposed N18 Gort
to Crusheen road scheme (Figure 1). The following report describes the results of
archaeological fieldwork at that site. The area was fully excavated by Shane Delaney
under Ministerial Directions A044 and Registration Number E3984 issued by the
Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government (DEHLG) in
consultation with the National Museum of Ireland. The fieldwork took place from 23 of
February and 2 March 2009.

This site at Gortavoher, Co. Galway was located at NGR 140657/193043 and
140646/193079 and was situated at 24 m OD. It was located at the base of a
southwest facing slope and on the flood plain of the Scarriff stream which flowed to
the south. The field was prone to flooding.

The site consisted of two irregular spreads of compact, heat-fractured sandstone
within a charcoal/peat matrix. The eastern spread of material measured 14.40 m
north—south x 12.40 m and survived to a depth of up to 0.36 m. The western one
measured 4.20 m x 3.40 m x 0.22 m. No other archaeological features or associated
finds were identified in association with the site. A fragment of alder/hazel charcoal
from one of the areas (C3) returned a 2 Sigma calibrated date of 2023-1887 BC
(3591+25 BP: UBA 12753), placing the site in the early Bronze Age period.

Irish Archaeological Consultancy i
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 General

This report describes the excavation of Gortavoher 1 (Figures 1-3; Plate 1), in the
townland of Gortavoher, Co. Galway, undertaken by Shane Delaney of IAC Ltd, on
behalf of Galway County Council and the NRA. It was carried out as part of the
archaeological mitigation programme of the N18 Gort to Crusheen road scheme. The
excavation was undertaken to offset the adverse impact of road construction on
known and potential subsoil archaeological remains in order to preserve the site by
record.

The site was not a Recorded Monument but was first identified during monitoring of
topsoil stripping during the construction phase of the new N18 by Shane Delaney in
2009 (Ministerial Direction No. A044, NMS Reg. No. E3984). The site was
excavated between 23 February and 2 March 2009 with a team of one director, one
supervisor and three assistant archaeologists.

The site was located approximately 1.5 km to the south of Tubber crossroad (Galway
OS sheet 133).

The site was assigned the following identification data:

Site Name: Gortavoher 1; Ministerial Direction No.: A044; NMS Registration No.:
E3984; Route Chainage (Ch): 12,880-12,900; NGR: 140657/193043 and
140646/193079.

1.2 The Development

The N18 Gort to Crusheen scheme involves the construction of a total of 44 km of
road to include mainline roadworks (22 km), associated side roads (10 km) and
access tracks (12 km). The road will have twin 7 m carriageways, 2.5 m hard
shoulders adjacent to the verges and a median with a minimum width of 2.6 m which
includes two 1 m hard strips. The selected route bypasses the town of Gort to the
east and the village of Crusheen to the west.

1.3 Archaeological Requirements

The archaeological requirements for the N18 Gort to Crusheen road scheme were
defined in the Ministerial Directions issued to Galway County Council by the Minister
for Environment, Heritage and Local Government under Section 14A (2) of the
National Monuments Acts 1930-2004 and in the terms of the contract between
Galway County Council and Irish Archaeological Consultancy Ltd. These instructions
formed the basis of all archaeological works undertaken for this development. The
archaeological excavation works under this contract were located between the
townlands of Glenbrack, Co. Galway, and Carrowdotia, Co. Clare.

The proposed N18 was subjected to an Environmental Impact Assessment. The
archaeology and cultural history section was carried out by Babtie Pettit Ltd in 2006.
The Record of Monuments and Places, the Sites and Monuments Record,
Topographical files of the National Museum of Ireland, aerial photography, and
documentary sources were all consulted. Two phases of geophysical survey were
conducted. The main phase was by RSKENSR (Bartlett 2004) during the preparation
of the EIA (Babtie Pettit Ltd 2006). A supplementary survey was carried out in
Ballyboy by Target Geophysics Ltd (Target Geophysics Ltd 2007). As a result of the
paper survey, field inspections, geophysical survey, archaeological testing and
archaeological monitoring, a total of 22 fully recorded manual excavations were
carried out on this section of the overall route alignment. In some cases where a

1 Irish Archaeological Consultancy



N18 Gort to Crusheen Road Scheme Gortavoher 1, E3984

number of sites of similar type were located together in a single townland, the sites
were excavated under one excavation number.

Phase 1 archaeological testing was completed by IAC Ltd and Phase 2 excavation of
the sites identified during testing was conducted by IAC Ltd on behalf of Galway
County Council and the NRA.

14 Methodology

The presence of archaeological remains beneath the topsoil layer was confirmed by
machine-cut test trenches. Following testing, the topsoil was reduced to the interface
between topsoil and natural subsoil using a 20 tonne mechanical excavator equipped
with a flat toothless bucket under strict archaeological supervision. The remaining
topsoil was removed by the archaeological team with the use of shovels, hoes and
trowels in order to expose and identify the archaeological remains. A site grid was set
up at 10 m intervals and was subsequently calibrated to the national grid using GPS
survey equipment.

All features were subsequently fully excavated by hand and recorded using the single
context recording system with plans and sections being produced at a scale of 1:50,
1:20 or 1:10 as appropriate.

A complete photographic record was maintained throughout the excavation. Digital
photographs were taken of all features and of work in progress.

An environmental strategy was devised at the beginning of the excavations. Features
exhibiting large amounts of carbonised material were targeted. Animal bone, unburnt
wood and stone samples were all retrieved through both hand and bulk collection
and retained for specialist analysis wherever they were encountered during the
excavations.

In the instances where artefacts were uncovered on site they were dealt with in
accordance with guidelines issued by the National Museum of Ireland (NMI) and
where warranted in consultation with the relevant specialists. All artefacts, ecofacts
and paper archive are currently stored in IAC offices, Lismore, Co Waterford and will
ultimately be deposited with the National Museum of Ireland.

Radiocarbon dating of the site was carried out by means of AMS (Accelerator Mass
Spectrometry) dating of identified and recommended charcoal samples. All calibrated
AMS dates in this report are quoted to 2 Sigma.

All excavation and post-excavation works were carried out in consultation and
agreement with the Project Archaeologist, the National Monuments Section of the
DEHLG and the National Museum of Ireland.

Irish Archaeological Consultancy 2
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2 EXCAVATION RESULTS

The archaeological activity recorded at Gortavoher 1 was an early Bronze Age period
burnt mound.

Detailed descriptions of all excavated features and deposits are listed in Appendix 1.

21 Phase 1: Natural Drift Geology

Most of the low-lying areas along the route are associated with poorly drained, bog
and wet marshland areas of glacially formed depressions and seasonal lakes known
as turloughs. The higher ground generally comprises well-drained, gently undulating
pastureland with some uneven hummocky ridges, formed either of limestone epikarst
or glacial features such as drumlins. The two dominant rock types of the region are
Carboniferous Limestone, which underlies the entire length of the N18 Gort to
Crusheen scheme, and the Devonian Old Red Sandstone, which forms the Slieve
Aughty Mountains to the east of the proposed route. The road alignment is
predominantly underlain by either limestone derived till and sandy till deposited
during the last glaciation or organic peat which has generally formed in the low-lying,
poorly drained areas where standing water and slow percolation causes thin layers of
peaty soil to accumulate.

Gortavoher 1 was located at the base of a southwest-facing slope. It was located
where the firm drift geology of the slope gave way to peat. This area of peatland
formed along a floodplain of the Scarriff stream. The eastern area of activity at the
site was located on compact grey gravel with a large number of earthfast boulders
(C2) while the western half of the site overlay peat (C4).

2.2 Phase 2: Early Bronze Age Activity
Bronze Age activity on site consisted of the remains of two burnt mounds (Figures 3—
4; Plate 1).

2.2.1 Eastern Burnt Spread/Mound Material

Context Fill of [L(m) |(W(m) |[D(m) |Basic Description Interpretation
3 N/A 14.40 (12.40 [0.36 Black gravelly silt, stones, charcoal Burnt Mound
Finds: None

Interpretation

This subgroup represents a spread of burnt material including angular heat-shattered
sandstone and charcoal and is the remnant of a former burnt mound (Figures 3—4;
Plates 1-3). The peat had been disturbed on the south, west and north of the site
where considerable land reclamation had taken place.

One AMS date was obtained from deposit C3, the spread of heat shattered stone
and charcoal. A fragment (1.5 g) of hazel (Corylus avellana) charcoal was identified
(Cobain, Appendix 2.2). This charcoal returned an AMS result of 3591125 BP (UBA
12753). The 2 Sigma calibrated result for this was 2023-1887 BC (Appendix 2.1)
placing the site in the early Bronze Age period. Charcoal from wayfaring tree, birch,
oak, ash, Maloideae (hawthorn/rowan/crab apple), cf crab apple, blackthorn/sloe,
poplar/willow, yew and elm charcoal fragments and carbonised mustard/cabbage,
tufted vetch and water pepper seeds were also recovered.

The stone from the burnt mound was primarily sandstone (Mandal, Appendix 2.3).
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Although the site had been very badly disturbed on the south, west and north it was
reasonably intact on the east where the deposited material had settled between
earthfast boulders forming a secure context for any of the samples retrieved.

2.2.2 Western Burnt Spread/Mound Material

Context Fill of [L(m) (W(m) |[D(m) |Basic Description Interpretation
6 N/A 420 (3.40 0.22  |Black gravelly silt, stones, charcoal Burnt Mound
Finds: None

Interpretation

C6 was a spread of burnt material including angular heat shattered stones and
charcoal and is the remnant of a former burnt mound (Figures 3-4; Plates 4-5). The
peat had been disturbed on the south of the site where considerable land reclamation
had taken place.

Hazel, alder/hazel, birch, oak, Maloideae (hawthorn/rowan/crab apple), poplar/willow,
yew and elm charcoal were all identified from the burnt mound (Cobain, Appendix
2.2). The stone from the burnt mound was primarily sandstone and very similar to the
material in the other mound (Mandal, Appendix 2.3). No other features were
associated with it. The site had been very badly disturbed.

2.3 Phase 3: Modern Disturbance and Topsoil

2.3.1 Topsoil

Context Fill of L w D(m) Basic Description Interpretation
1 N/A Site |Site |0.20 Mid brown peaty soil Topsoil

5 N/A Site [Site |1.0 Mixed rubble and timber Land fill
Finds: None

Interpretation

The entire area had been reclaimed in the recent past, leaving a small area of less
disturbed peat where the burnt mound remnants remained. An effort had been made
to reclaim the wetland and it had all been disturbed with the dumping of a mixed
rubble and timber infill. This material was derived from the former field walls and
hedges that had crossed the fields on higher ground to the north (pers comm. Gerard
O Grady, Landowner).

The topsoil was a mid-brown peat loam varying in depth between 0.1 m and 0.20 m.
It sealed the archaeological site at Gortavoher 1.

Irish Archaeological Consultancy 4
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3 SYNTHESIS AND DISCUSSION

3.1 Landscape Setting

Most of the low-lying areas along the route were associated with poorly drained bog
and wet marshland which have developed within glacially formed depressions and
seasonal lakes known as turloughs. The higher ground generally comprised well-
drained, gently undulating pastureland with some uneven hummocky ridges, formed
either of limestone epikarst or glacial features such as drumlins. The two dominant
rock types of the region were Carboniferous Limestone, which underlay the entire
length of the N18 Gort to Crusheen scheme, and the Devonian Old Red Sandstone,
which formed the Slieve Aughty Mountains to the east of the project. The road
alignment was predominantly underlain by either limestone and sand derived till
deposited during the last glaciation or organic peat which has generally formed since
then in the low-lying, poorly drained areas where standing water and slow percolation
caused thin layers of peaty soil to accumulate.

The site at Gortavoher 1 was located at the base of a southwest facing slope where
the slope gave way to an area of peat land in Gortavoher townland in south Co.
Galway. The site was located at NGR 140657/193043 and 140646/193079 and was
situated at 24 m OD. The field boundary to the south and west, aligned on the
Scarriff Stream marked the townland, county and provincial boundary with Co. Clare.
The field was used as pasture. A ringfort (GA133-009) is located c. 400 m south of
the site (Figure 2). Prior to topsoil stripping this end of the field had been covered in
gorse. During the course of the N18 archaeological excavations the remains of two
burnt mounds was identified and recorded in Monreagh townland approximately 150
m to the southwest. Another burnt mound was identified and partially excavated (as
it was straddled the limit of the landtake) in Rathwilladoon townland to the north.

3.2 Bronze Age Archaeological Landscape

Following the test excavation phase of the project it was apparent that most of the
archaeological sites identified were located to the south of the scheme in County
Clare. This trend appears to have resulted from landscape management in the
recent past where the better drained lands to the north have been improved and the
fields enlarged which would have had a negative effect on any buried archaeological
sites. However the area to the south, which coincides with crossing the county
border, was of more marginal land prone to flooding and in this area the route of the
new road tended to follow wet valley floors and steep valley slopes. The landscape
encountered in County Clare was much the same as it was depicted on the first
edition Ordnance Survey maps (1842).

As with the transition from the Mesolithic to Neolithic periods, the transition to the
Early Bronze Age period brought with it many changes to society. In County Clare
and particularly in the northwest of the county in the Burren where there is a highly
visible prehistoric landscape due to the exposed bare rock nature of the terrain the
large number of prehistoric sites including c. 80 wedge tombs (Jones 2004, 65)
indicates a well organised late Neolithic/early Bronze Age landscape. The transition
from the Neolithic to the Bronze Age reflects a continued and somewhat intensified
population in north and east Clare. It is during this period that megalithic monuments
were abandoned in favour of individual cist or pit burials, either located in isolation or
in small cemeteries. Different forms of barrow monuments were also being
constructed during the period, as well as ceremonial monuments such as circular
henges, standing stones, stone rows and stone circles. A current research project in
the Burren has also recorded middle and late Bronze Age ritual funerary deposition in
Glencurran Cave, Co. Clare (Dowd 2007).

5 Irish Archaeological Consultancy
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In recent years Bronze Age habitation sites have come more to the fore as they have
been uncovered as part of development-led or infrastructural projects. They are well
documented elsewhere but two interesting, recently excavated sites include Bronze
Age roundhouses at Tober 1, County Offaly (Walsh 2009) and Barnhill, Dromoland,
Co. Clare (Moore Group 2009). An important academic study of the spatial
organisation of Bronze Age society and landscape has been undertaken of the north
Munster area and in county Clare this is defined by the work undertaken by Grogan
on the Bronze Age ftrivallate hillfort at Mooghaun (Grogan 2005). This study identified
and mapped a Bronze Age landscape dominated by the hillfort which may have
influenced a catchment area of up to 450 km sq (Grogan 2005, 95). Identified within
the area of influence were ceremonial monuments, house sites, burnt mound sites
and other more mundane features such as fish traps and trackways in the Fergus
estuary (O’Sullivan and Dillon 2005). The Mooghaun study area is outside the
sphere of influence of sites identified on the Gort to Crusheen scheme but indicates
nonetheless that a similar societal organisation of the landscape may have existed
for them too. A hoard of gold objects discovered at Mooghaun during the
construction of the Limerick — Ennis railway in 1854 is one of the largest single
discoveries of Bronze Age gold in Europe (Grogan 2005, 70). Another significant gold
find from the north of the county was the Gleninsheen gorget, a large collar of
hammered gold discovered by a farmer in 1932 (Jones 2004, 74).

The most widespread domestic sites from the Bronze Age are burnt mounds (also
known as fulachta fiadh). They survive as low mounds of charcoal-rich soil mixed
with heat-shattered stones. They are usually horseshoe shaped, located in low-lying
areas near a water source and are often found in clusters. While it is generally
thought that they were probably used as cooking places (O Driscedil 1988), finds
from excavated examples where there is a noteworthy absence of animal bone do
not support this theory. Lucas (1965) suggested that burnt mounds might have been
used for processes such as bulk washing, dying and leather working while Barfield
and Hodder (1987) have suggested that such sites were covered by light structures
and used as sweat houses. Radiocarbon dates for this monument type have
generally placed them in the Bronze Age (Brindley et al. 1990, 55) though evidence
from early Irish texts (O Driscedil 1988) suggest use of this type of site up until the
16" century AD.

Burnt mounds make up a significant number of the Recorded Monuments within the
immediate vicinity of the Gort to Crusheen road scheme and following examination of
a one kilometre wide corridor, using the road as the centreline, of the scheme, these
classic elements of the Bronze Age landscape became apparent. Within this defined
corridor there were no recorded burnt mounds in south County Galway, whereas
north County Clare was rich in the monument-type: RMP sites CL018-069, CL018-
071, CL018-072, CL018-077, CL018-084, CL018-082, CL018-083, CL018-086,
CL026-143, CL026-130, CL026-131, CL026-136, CL026-138, CL026-137, CL026-
134, CL026-135, 02E1284 partly excavated as part of Bord Gais Eireann pipeline to
the west at Bearnafunshin (Dennehy 2002a), 02E0342 excavated as part of Bord
Gais Eireann pipeline to the west at Bearnafunshin (Halpin 2002)., CL026-149,
CL026-150, CL026-151, CL026-156, CL026-157, CL026-158, CL026-165, CL026-
164, and Site AR25 Carrowdotia (Taylor 2006a). There appeared to be a tendency
in the sites identified for clustering, often within 100 m or less of each other.

Single upright standing stones are a common feature of the Irish landscape and,
though they may date to different periods and serve different functions, excavation
has shown that some may mark prehistoric burials, while some may signify a route-
way, a boundary, or serve a commemorative role. Generally speaking, it is likely that
a large number date to the Bronze Age. The orientation of a stone may have had
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significance, with their long axes aligned to another stone or toward a cairn on a
mountain top, although the latter is difficult to prove. A standing stone (RMP CL026-
035) has been identified c. 150 m southeast of the southern end of the route.

Ring barrows consist of a low, usually circular mound or level area enclosed by a
fosse and external bank, the diameter of the earthwork usually ranging between 4 m
and 12 m and rarely exceeding 1 m in height or depth. Excavation has demonstrated
that they usually sealed a burial deposit, often a cremation. Such forms of burial have
a long tradition and individual examples have been assigned to the Neolithic, Bronze
and Iron Ages. A ring barrow (Dennehy 2002b) was identified during monitoring of
Bord Gais Eireann’s pipeline at Cloonagowan, Co. Clare. The archaeological remains
represented a cremation pit with a ring ditch. Pits, stakeholes and a slot trench were
identified within the ring ditch, with some pits indicating a probable domestic function.
A second cremation pit was identified c. 75 m to the northeast, with an isolated
posthole, which may have acted as a marker for the cremation pits, located further to
the northeast. A single thumbnail scraper was recovered from the site, enabling the
rough dating to the late Neolithic/early Bronze Age period (Dennehy 2002c). A single
possibly Bronze Age cremation pit and industrial pits were identified during the
monitoring of Bord Gais Eireann’s pipeline in Gortaficka (Dennehy and Sutton 2002).
A wedge tomb (CL026-015) is located less than 500 m northeast of a concentration
of burnt mounds and spreads which surround a peat bog, and were excavated as
part of the N18 Gort to Crusheen road scheme, in Caheraphuca townland. The
wedge tomb is also likely to date to the late Neolithic or early Bronze Age.

Our appreciation of the wider Bronze Age landscape in counties Clare and Galway is
continually being expanded as more sites are being uncovered during research,
development-led and infrastructural projects such as the N18 road scheme.
Excavations connected with construction of the N18 to the north (Gort to Oranmore)
which is entirely within County Galway has also recently produced evidence for the
Bronze Age with eight burnt mound sites identified, one at Ballyglass West, a cluster
in Caherweelder townland and further examples in Moyveela and Coldwood (Eachtra
2009).

Excavations undertaken by TVAS (Ireland) Ltd in 2003 in advance of construction of
the N18 Ennis Bypass and N85 Western Relief Road, which terminated at the
southern end of the N18 Gort to Crusheen road scheme revealed similar
archaeological sites. This area was generally better drained and the variety of
Bronze Age sites encountered during that project reflects the change in terrain. The
marginal lands and areas closest to wetlands, rivers and streams produced evidence
for burnt mounds such as the four burnt mound sites identified at Clare Abbey (Hull
2006a and b, Taylor 2006c and d) close to the Ardsollus river (a tributary of the
Fergus). Burnt mound sites were also excavated at Killow (Taylor 2006b), Cahircalla
More (Taylor 2006e) and Carrowdotia (Taylor 2006a) to the south of the Gort to
Crusheen project. Apart from the burnt mound sites a number of funerary sites were
also identified on the N18 Ennis Bypass and N85 Western Relief Road. Two
cremation cemetery sites were identified in Manusmore townland (Hull 2006¢c and
2006d) both were located on slightly elevated free draining gravel ridges. A third site
with cremation pits was identified at Killow (Taylor 2006b) in close proximity to a
burnt mound; it was located on a low but well-drained gravel drumlin.

The landscape of County Clare is rich in sites dating to the Bronze Age, indicating
that the area was widely inhabited during that period. Burnt mounds are the most
frequent site of Bronze Age date encountered in this area of Clare, with twenty seven
identified within the immediate area of the road scheme. There are no burnt mounds
recorded within the tight constraints of the study area for Co. Galway but there are
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examples in the wider surrounding area and they were also located in the
excavations on the N18 contract further to the north. The archaeological evidence to
date indicates that the study area and indeed its wider landscape was inhabited
throughout the entire Bronze Age period.

Bronze Age Gortavoher 1

Gortavoher 1 consisted of two spreads of heat-shattered stone with no associated
troughs or pits. They were located on marginal land at the base of a steep slope and
were located along the northern edge of the Scarriff stream. This site returned a 2
sigma date range of 2023-1887 BC (Appendix 2.1).

Similar parallels in terms of morphology and dating to the Bronze Age were identified
and excavated across the project. Sites excavated across the scheme were
generally identified as simple spreads or mounds of burnt and heat-shattered stone,
while some of these like the one at Drumminacloghaun 1 (McNamara 2009c¢) had
evidence for a simple earth-cut trough, other sites such as those at Gortavoher 1 and
Caheraphuca 10 (Bayley 2009c) were represented simply by spreads of heat-
shattered stone.

Isolated burnt mounds sites identified along the project were Rathwilladoon 4
Drumminacloghaun 1 (McNamara 2009c) and Clooneen 1 (Bayley 2009a). As the
route travelled further south it tended to follow marginal wetland and stream valleys
and the burnt mounds appeared to become more clustered. This clustering of sites
was identified at Curtaun 1 and 2 (Delaney 2009a), Gortavoher/Monreagh
(McNamara 2009a), Derrygarriff (Nunan 2009a), Sranagalloon/Gortaficka (Nunan
2009b, 2009¢ and 2009d), Caheraphuca (Bayley 2009b and 2009c) and Ballyline
(McNamara 2009b). A similar pattern of clustered burnt mounds to the south in
County Clare and a paucity of examples of burnt mounds in county Galway was also
encountered during the construction of Bord Gais Eireann pipeline (Grogan et al.
2007). The AMS dating indicates however that the sites were not necessarily
contemporary but rather spanned the entire Bronze Age period and extended into the
Iron Age (with one example at Derrygarriff 1 possibly indicating a medieval date)
illustrating how the process of this pyrolithic technology remained the same across
thousands of years.

More elaborate examples of troughs and pits from across the project (though serving
the same function) displayed evidence for timber lining through the identification of
stakeholes for upright supports at Curtaun (Delaney 2009a), Caheraphuca 1 (Bayley
2009b) and Gortaficka 1 and 2 (Nunan 2009d) and in some cases the actual remains
of timber lining as at Clooneen 1 (Bayley 2009a), Caheraphuca 4 (Bayley 2009c) and
Sranagalloon 3 (Nunan 2009c). Although the primary function of these sites was to
heat water through the use of hot stones the actual purpose remains unknown. The
sites at Caheraphuca 1 and Gortaficka 2 both displayed evidence for numerous
troughs, drains, hearths and possibly preparation areas with stake-lined pits
suggesting that they may have been used for some more formal industrial function
than the other sites.

Gortavoher 1 was located approximately 900 m to the south of the burnt mound at
Rathwilladoon (Lyne 2009) and it was located approximately 200 m northeast of the
cluster of burnt mounds at Monreagh (Delaney 2009b and McNamara 2009a). The
site is part of a cluster at this location that occupies a shallow stream valley and
includes the Monreagh sites on the southern side of the stream. The cluster
comprised five burnt mounds and numerous troughs and pits. A prehistoric saddle
quern and a polished stone axe were also recovered from the area as part of the
excavations at Monreagh 1 and 2 (McNamara 2009a).
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A review of the RMP records and the sites excavated as part of the N18 Gort to
Crusheen road scheme indicate that the number of known or suspected burnt
mounds increases south of Gortavoher. In relation to Gortavoher 1 there is a cluster
of burnt mound sites around the lakes on the eastern slopes of Mullagh More in the
Burren (approximately 7 km to the west northwest). A cluster of megalithic tombs
and standing stones are located on the northern slopes of Maghera hill approximately
9 km to the east. A wedge tomb and two unclassified megalithic tombs are located
approximately 3.5 km to the southeast in Knockmael East (CL016-026, CL016—-027)
and a wedge tomb is located in Caheraphuca (CL26-015) approximately 5.50 km to
the south. Derrygarriff 1 another burnt mound excavated as part of the project was
located approximately 1.8 km to the south, with clusters of burnt mounds
encountered throughout the rest of the southern route of the project in Sranagalloon,
Caheraphuca and Ballyline townlands.

The Scarriff stream which separates the Monreagh sites from Gortavoher 1 is also
the townland, county and provincial boundary. It also represents a very distinct
change in the landscape terrain.

3.3 Typology of Burnt Mounds

Burnt mound sites (also commonly referred to as fulachta fiadh) are one of the most
common field monuments found in the lIrish landscape. The last published survey
(Power et al. 1997), carried out over a decade ago, recorded over 7,000 burnt mound
sites and in excess of 1,000 sites have been excavated in recent years through
development led archaeological investigations. In spite of this no clear understanding
of the precise function of these sites has been forthcoming.

Burnt mound sites are typically located in areas where there is a readily available
water source, often in proximity to a river or stream or in places with a high water
table. In the field burnt mounds may be identified as charcoal-rich mounds or spreads
of heat-shattered stones however, in many cases the sites have been disturbed by
later agricultural activity and are no longer visible on the field surface. Nevertheless
even disturbed spreads of burnt mound material often preserves the underlying
associated features, such as troughs, pits and gullies, intact.

O Néill (2003-2004, 82) has aptly identified these sites as the apparatus and by-
product of pyrolithic technology. This technology involved the heating or boiling of
water by placing fire-heated stones into troughs of water. Small shallow round-
bottomed pits, generally referred to as pot boiler pits or roasting pits, are often
associated with burnt mound sites. The purpose of these pits remains unclear.
Occasionally large pits are also identified and may have acted as wells or cisterns.
Linear gullies may extend across the site, often linked to troughs and pits, and
demonstrate a concern with onsite water management. Post and stakeholes are
often found on burnt mound sites and these may represent the remains of small
structures or wind breakers.

Burnt mound sites are principally Bronze Age monuments and reach their pinnacle of
use in the middle/late Bronze Age (Brindley et al. 1989-90; Corlett 1997). Earlier
sites, such as Enniscoffey Co. Westmeath (Grogan et al. 2007, 96), have been dated
to the Neolithic and later sites, such as Peter Street, Co. Waterford (Walsh 1990, 47),
have been dated to the medieval period. Thus although burnt mound sites generally
form a components of the Bronze Age landscape, the use of pyrolithic technology
has a long history in Ireland.

Although there is a general consensus that burnt mound sites are the result of
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pyrolithic technology for the heating or boiling of water, the precise function of these
sites has, to date, not been agreed upon. Several theories have been proposed but
no single theory has received unanimous support. The most enduring theory is that
burnt mounds sites were used as cooking sites. O’'Kelly (1954) and Lawless (1990)
have demonstrated how joints of meat could be efficiently cooked in trough of boiling
water. The use of burnt mound sites for bathing or as saunas has been suggested as
an alternative function (Lucas 1965; Barfield and Hodder 1987; O Driscedil 1988).
This proposal is largely influenced by references in the early Irish literature to sites of
a similar character and is very difficult to prove, or disprove. Others, such as Jeffrey
(1991), argue that they may have been centres of textile production for the fulling or
dyeing of cloth. More recent demonstrations by Quinn and Moore (2007) have shown
that troughs could have been used for brewing, however, this theory has been
criticised by specialist environmentalists due to the absence of cereal remains from
most burnt mound sites (McClatchie et al. 2007).

34 Discussion

3.4.1 Phase 1: Natural Drift Geology

Gortavoher 1 was located at the base of a southwest-facing slope. It was located
where the firm drift geology of the slope gave way to peat. This area of peatland
formed along a floodplain of the Scarriff stream. The eastern area of activity at the
site was located on compact grey gravel with a large number of earth-fast boulders
while the western half of the site overlay peat.

3.4.2 Phase 2: Bronze Age Activity

Two spreads of heat-shattered stone were identified on the northern bank of the
Scarriff stream within the corridor of the road footprint. No features were identified
associated with the spreads of heat-shattered stone. The stone in both mounds was
identified as sandstone. This would be a typical stone type expected from a burnt
mound or trough. Sandstone is a coarse rock type and absorbs heat well and
repeatedly before fracturing or shattering.

One AMS date was obtained from deposit C3, and returned a date of 3591+25 BP
(UBA 12753). The 2 Sigma calibrated result for this was 2023—-1887 BC (Appendix
2.1). Charcoal from wayfaring tree, hazel, birch, oak, ash, Maloideae
(hawthorn/rowan/crab apple), cf crab apple, blackthorn/sloe, poplar/willow, yew and
elm charcoal fragments and carbonised mustard/cabbage, tufted vetch and water
pepper seeds were recovered from the material from both areas.

Lab code [Context/sample [Sample material Years BP 1 sigma 2 sigma

UBA 12753 |C3 /81 Charcoal Hazel 359125 Cal 2007-1905 BC  |Cal 2023-1887 BC

The charcoal assemblage indicates that the site was surrounded by primary
woodland comprising of a combination of oak-ash-elm with a hazel under-storey with
scrub-land type taxa such as hawthorn/rowan/crab apple. Willow, poplar and alder all
would have grown along the marginal land prone to flooding. The mustard/cabbage
and water pepper seeds may have been chosen as herbage for flavouring, if meat
was being processed at the site (Cobain, Appendix 2.2).

No animal bone was retrieved from the material excavated at the site and there was
nothing to indicate a precise function for the site.

3.4.3 Phase 3: Modern Disturbance and Topsoil
The entire area had been reclaimed in the recent past, leaving a small area of less
disturbed peat where the burnt mound remnants remained. An effort had been made
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to reclaim the wetland and it had all been disturbed with the dumping of a mixed
rubble and timber infill. This material was derived from the former field walls and
hedges that had crossed the fields on higher ground to the north (pers comm. Gerard
O Grady, Landowner).
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4 CONCLUSIONS

Gortavoher 1 consisted of two spreads of compact, heat-fractured sandstone within a
charcoal/peat matrix and date to the early Bronze Age period (2023-1887 BC, 2
Sigma calibration). No other features associated with the burnt mounds were
identified.

The site was located within a low-lying, wet, ma