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Background
The National Roads Authority are undertaking a programme of works to upgrade the N22 between 
Cork and Tralee. Part of this work involves the realignment of c. 3.8km of the N22 between Gortatlea 
and Farranfore, Co. Kerry.  Eachtra Archeological Projects carried out an archaeological assessment 
followed by a programme of centreline and offset testing, under licence 04E104, on behalf of Kerry 
County Council in relation to the N22 road improvement scheme during which a fulacht fiadh was 
recorded at chainage 7450-7475 in the townland of Garraundarragh. This feature was fully excavated 
by Eachtra Archaeological Projects, under the direction of the author with the permission of the licens-
ing authorities 04E0646, and the results are presented below.

Site location and description
The fulacht fiadh, AR10, is located in the townland of Garraundarragh and the parish of Currans 
(National Grid Reference Q093050/107950) in north Kerry, c. 4km north of Farranfore and c. 8km 
south-east of Tralee town. It is situated at the southern end of a wet and low-lying field used for rough 
pasture and is bounded to the south and east by a substantial drainage dyke.

Archaeological and historical background
The townland of Garraundarragh or Garrán darach means ‘oaky underwood’ (OSNB). This name is 
an indicator of what the region used to look like, however, most of the landscape has been cultivated 
and is now divided into fields for pasture with divisions of mature hedgerows rather than the forest 
undergrowth that the townland name suggests. 

The archaeological landscape in the general area extends from the Late Neolithic/Bronze Age to the 
Medieval Period. Prehistoric monuments in the surrounding landscape include standing stones and 
fulachta fiadh (Figure 2). The single Standing Stone or gallaun/gallán is the simplest and most numer-
ous of Irish megalithic monuments (O’Sullivan & Sheehan, 1996). They have been interpreted in 
various ways, excavations of some examples showed that they marked burials of a Bronze Age date 
(1400 – 700 BC) however excavated examples have not always shown this and it is usually impossible 
to date these features without excavation, although it is generally accepted that they were erected over 
a long period of time. Some Standing Stones are interpreted as boundary markers or ancient route-
ways or used to commemorate important ritualistic or ceremonial events or possibly as the remaining 
evidence of a once more complex feature. Some examples are found in isolation while others occur in 
close proximity to other archaeological features eg decorated stones, Wedge tombs or Ring-barrows 
(Cuppage, 1986).

Fulacht fiadh are the most common Bronze Age monument in Ireland. These monuments survive as 
low mounds of charcoal rich black silt packed with heat-shattered stones and are generally situated 
close to a water source. In many cases, however, all that survives to the present day are black spreads 
with fragments of shattered stones visible in ploughed fields. These are the most numerous prehistoric 
site in Ireland with over 4,500 examples recorded, although, numbers continue to rise with on-go-
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ing fieldwork (Waddell 1998, 174). Fulachta fiadh are generally classified as ‘cooking places’, whereby 
stones were heated in a hearth and subsequently placed in a trough of water, the water continued 
to boil with the addition of hot stones and the wrapped food was cooked within the hot water. The 
trough eventually filled with small stones, ash and charcoal that were removed and formed the basis of 
the familiar mound. However, even though these monuments are numerous relatively few have been 
scientifically excavated. This leads to the ongoing debate that ‘cooking’ was not their primary func-
tion, particularly due to the lack of hearths and absence of animal remains recorded. Other theories 
on their interpretation include bathing and dyeing textiles together with the production of hot water 
and steam for curative purposes and sweat houses (Kelly, 1989, 225). Waddell (1998, 177) suggests the 
semi-industrial purpose of using the boiling water for dipping hides as part of the preparation of the 
leather, while Dunne (pers. comm.) suggests a relationship between burnt mounds and Bronze Age 
funerary rites and burial practices.

Two fulachta fiadh are located close to the route (KE039 -067 & -109) and an additional eight new 
sites were recorded. Three sites were recorded in Garraundarragh townland within the area of the road 
take. The subject of this report was excavated under licence 04E0646 and two other fulachta fiadh were 
excavated under licence 04E0647 & 04E0647extension. A further five burnt mound deposits were 
recorded while monitoring topsoil stripping at a ‘borrow site’ in the same townland c. 80m to the west 
of 04E0646 (Fig. 2). The sites were located outside the lands made available for the road improvement 
scheme. The sites were recorded and mapped and covered with geoterim.

The landscape is dominated by the presence of Early Medieval activity characterized by ringforts and 
earthen enclosures. Ringforts are the most numerous archaeological monument found in Ireland, with 
estimates of between 30 and 50,000 illustrated on the first edition of the Ordnance Survey 6” maps 
of the 1840’s (Barry, 1987). As a result of continued research these monuments have a narrow date 
range during the Early Christian period between the 7th and 9th centuries AD. Although there are some 
very elaborate examples of ringforts they often take the form of a simple earth or stone enclosure and 
functioned as settlements for all classes of secular society (Stout, 1997).

Enclosures however are quite amorphous and in the absence of investigation identification is not pos-
sible. They could represent any of a number of site types dating from Prehistoric to Early Medieval 
times of ritual or secular nature.

Methodology
The excavation was undertaken in a two week period in May 2004 by a team of five archaeologists. 
The archaeological features were excavated by hand and recorded with drawings, sections, photographs 
and an EDM survey. Samples were also taken for analysis and radiocarbon dating. Two baulks, 1m 
wide forming a cross-shape over the mound, were setup and the excavation was then carried out in 
four quadrants.
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Excavation Results
The basal remains of the fulacht fiadh mound were recorded in test trench 22, chainage 7470-7495, 
Field 10, and measured 15m north-south by 17m east-west and up to 0.40m deep (Plates 1 & 2, Fig-
ures 3- 5). This feature is not a classic fulacht fiadh as described above but the remains of a mound that 
has been disturbed by land reclamation and the digging of drainage ditches and cultivation furrows.

The remains of the burnt mound, F2, was roughly oval in plan. Generally the mound was composed 
of dark brown/black friable silt with 50% of it composed of burnt, coarse, angular small stones. The 
layer, F2, was relatively level and was located in a shallow hollow. It was deepest towards the centre, c. 
0.40 – 0.45m, and became shallower towards the outer extremity (Plate 3). A radiocarbon date from 
charcoal in this layer returned a date of cal BC 1530 – 1400 (cal BP 3480 to 3350, Beta 200761). The 
deposit was sampled for the remains of charred plants and although no seeds were recovered this is 
not unusual in burnt mound deposits; the samples from a fulacht fiadh excavated nearby (Gurrandar-
ragh 04E0647) contained only charcoal and at other sites such as Ballydowny, Co. Kerry (02E0055) 
there were no charred seeds from any of the five fulachta fiadh excavated. This absence of seeds is due 
to the nature of activity at the sites; although they are frequently interpreted as cooking places, they 
are particularly associated with the cooking of meat and the absence of cereal grains and other seed 
types indicates that any cooking carried out did not include plant foods. Most of the plant materials 
found at fulachta fiadh are from charcoal that was used as fuel. At Garraundarragh burnt mound the 
charcoal was identified as hazel/alder and willow/poplar. Wood types such as these, in particular alder 
and willow, are often found at fulachta fiadh sites; they are damp-loving and therefore often grow near 
the low-lying ground where fulachta fiadh are commonly situated. 

There was one cut feature recorded below F2, this is tentatively interpreted as a trough (F6), although 
as it was not full of typical fulacht material. It was sub-circular in plan with vertical sides, a flat base 
and measured 0.98 by 0.95 by 0.50m deep (Figure 6). There were two fills recorded within F6. The 
lower fill, F5 was waterlogged and composed of dark grey/brown peaty silt with 90% coarse small 
unburnt stones. The upper fill, F4 was composed of dark grey/black peaty silt with only 20% unburnt 
coarse small stones. Fragments of roots and twigs were recorded in the basal fill, F5, some of these 
were burnt and one piece was possibly worked, 04E0646:6:1. A hazelnut shell was recorded from the 
upper fill, F4.

Three land drains truncated the remains of the fulacht mound, these were deemed to be relatively 
recent features. The largest of these was F10 was orientated north-west/south-east and filled with F7, 
8 and 9.

The subsoil under the remains of the fulacht mound varied from orange clay with iron panning to grey 
clay with pockets of white clay.
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Conclusion
The features excavated were the disturbed remains of a fulacht fiadh mound, dating to the Middle 
Bronze Age. The mound itself had been leveled and possibly spread out beyond its original location. 
It didn’t have a formal shape and was patchy in places. It was also damaged by later drainage features 
and land reclamation works.

Charcoal from the fill of the trough in Garraundarragh fulacht fiadh (04E0647)has been dated to 
the Later Bronze Age cal BC 1000 to 790 (Beta 200762). The dates contribute to the small but grow-
ing catalogue of dates for fulachta fiadh in Co. Kerry. Fulachta fiadh excavated further south in the 
townlands of Coolgarriv (Kiely 2000) and Ballydowney (Kiely 2002) near Killarney have produced an 
Iron Age date cal BC 410 to 160 (Beta 170031), a Middle Bronze Age date cal BC 1490 to 1200 (Beta 
168811) and an Early Bronze Age date cal BC 1890 to 1540 (Beta 168809) respectively. 

Prior to the archaeological works associated with the construction of the N22 between Gortatlea and 
Farranfore, two fulachta fiadh were recorded in Garraundarragh townland. In the course of archaeo-
logical work associated with the N22 project a total of eight new fulachta fiadh have been recorded, 
three of the sites have been excavated and five were recorded and covered. Fulachta fiadh are generally 
Bronze Age in date – as confirmed by the most recent radiocarbon dates obtained - and are a useful 
indicator of Bronze Age activity. There are no known Bronze Age settlement sites in the townland. 
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Figure 2: Portion of RMP sheets KE039 & 048 showing line of the new portion of the N22 and 
the location of the new fulachta fiadh.
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Figure 3: Location of Fulacht fiadh in Garraundarragh
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Figure 6:  Plan and sectional profile of trough, F6.
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Plate 1:  Pre-ex view of remains of fulacht fiadh mound, taken from north.

Plate 2:  View of remains of fulacht fiadh mound during excavation, taken from north.
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Plate 3:  View of section of remains of fulacht fiadh mound during excavation, taken 
from the south.
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Appendix 1:  Context Register

Feature No. Dimensions Description Samples
1 Extensive Topsoil
2 17m E-W x 15m x 

0.4m deep
Spread of burnt mound material. Dark brown/black fiable silt, 
50% burnt coarse sub-angular pebbles. 

Soil 1

3 CANCELLED
4 1.5m NW-SE x 

1.4m NE-SW x 
0.3m deep

Upper fill of trough, F 6. Dark grey/black stony silt, 20% un-
burnt coarse sub-angular pebbles, 5% natural unburnt roots and 
twigs, occasional lumps of natural. The base of the feature is wa-
terlogged.

Soil 3 & hazel-
nut 6

5 0.98m NE-SW 
x 0.95m x 0.5m 
deep

Waterlogged, basal fill of trough, F6. Dark grey/brown stony silt, 
90% unburnt coarse sub-angular pebbles and occasional medium 
sub-angular stones, there are occasional twigs and roots, one pos-
sibly worked.  

Soil 4 & Wood 
5 & 7

6 0.98m NE-SW 
x 0.95m x 0.8m 
deep

Cut of possible trough. Filled with F4 and F5. Sub-circular in 
plan, vertical sides and flat base.

7 20m NW-SE x 
1.5m x 0.2m deep

Upper fill of a ditch F10. Mid-grey/brown clay with silt and oc-
casional coarse angular pebbles. 

8 20m NW-SE x 
1.45m x 0.2m 
deep

Middle fill of ditch, F10. Mottled mid-grey/brown and orange 
sandy silt with occasional coarse pebbles. 

9 20m NW-SE x 
1.7m x 0.6m deep

Basal fill of ditch, F10. Mid-grey/brown clay with silt and occa-
sional angular stones. 

10 20m NW-SE x 
1.7m x 1.0m deep

Cut of a modern drainage ditch (not illustrated) filled with F7, 
8 and 9, it truncated F2. The sides slope vertically in a rounded 
base. 

11 Sub-soil under remains of fulacht mound. Mid-grey/white clay 
with occasional sub-angular stones.

1

2

7

8

9

10

4

5

6

11

Appendix 2: Site Matrix

Appendix 2:  Matrix
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Appendix 3:  Charcoal Identification

Sample Data     Measured 13C/12C        Conventional 
Radiocarbon Age     Ratio    Radiocarbon Age(*) 

Beta - 200761      3220 +/- 40 B P -26.3 o/oo          3200 +/ - 40 B P
SAM PLE :   04E0646: 2:1
ANALYSIS : AM S-Standard delivery
MATERIAL/PRETREATMENT : (charred material): acid/alkali/acid 
2 SIGM A C ALIB RATION   : Cal B C 1530 to 1400 (C al B P 3480 to 3350) 
____________________________________________________________________________________

Beta - 200762      2730 +/- 70 B P -26.3 o/oo          2710 +/ - 70 B P
SAM PLE :   04E0647: 5:5
ANALYSIS : Radiom etric-Standard delivery
MATERIAL/PRETREATMENT : (charred material): acid/alkali/acid 
2 SIGM A C ALIB RATION   : Cal B C 1000 to 790 (C al B P 2950 to 2740) 
____________________________________________________________________________________

Beta - 200763      760 +/- 40 B P -26.3 o/oo          740 +/ - 40 B P
SAM PLE :   04E0648: 5:0
ANALYSIS : AM S-Standard delivery
MATERIAL/PRETREATMENT : (charred material): acid/alkali/acid 
2 SIGM A C ALIB RATION   : Cal AD 1230 t o 1300 (C al B P 720 to 650) 
____________________________________________________________________________________

Consistent Accuracy...

     Delivered On Time.

Beta Analytic Inc.
4985 SW 74 Court
Miami, Florida 33155 USA
Tel: 305 667 5167
Fax: 305 663 0964
Beta@radiocarbon.com
Www.radiocarbon.com
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CALIBRATION O F RADIOCARBO N  AGE TO  CALENDAR YEARS
(Variables:  C13/C12=-26.3:lab. mult=1)

La borato ry num ber: Beta-2007 61

Conventio nal radiocarbon age: 3200±40 BP
2 Sigma  calibrated result:

(95%  probability)
Cal BC 1530 to 1400 (C al BP 3480 to 3350)

In tercep t data
Intercept of  radiocarbon age

with calibration curve: Cal BC 1450 (Cal BP 340 0)
1 Sigma calibrated result:

(68%  probability)
Cal BC 1510 to 1 420 (Cal BP 3460 to 3 380)

4 98 5 S.W . 7 4th  Co ur t,  M iam i,  Flor id a 33 15 5 • T el: (3 05 )66 7- 51 67 •  F ax: (3 05 )6 63 -09 64  •  E-M ail: b eta@r a dio car bo n.co m
Beta  Ana lytic  Radio carbo n Datin g Laboratory

T alma, A . S ., V ogel, J . C., 1993, R adiocarbon 35(2), p317-322
A Sim pl ifi ed Approac h to Calibratin g C14 D ates
M athe matics

Stui ver, M., e t. al., 1998, R adiocarbon 40(3), p1041-1083
INT CAL 98 Radiocarbon Age  C al ibration

Stui ver, M., v an de r Pl icht, H ., 1998, R adi oc arbon 40(3) , pxii -xi ii
Editorial Comm ent
Calibration D atabase

INTC AL 98
Database  u sed

References:
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Appendix 4:  Plant remains report

By Abigail Brewer and Penny Johnston

Introduction 
One sample from 04E0646 was scanned for macro-plant remains. This sample (S.1) came from burnt 
mound material (C.2) and it produced 30g of charcoal after sieving. No plant remains other than 
charcoal were found in this sample.

Methodology
The soil sample was processed using manual wash over and sieves with meshes of 1mm, 500µm and 
250µm. The sample was scanned using a binocular microscope at x10 to x40 magnification. 

Results
The only type of plant remains found in the sample from this site was charcoal, including fragments 
of possible hazel or alder and possible willow or poplar. Wood types such as these, in particular alder 
and willow, are often found at fulachta fiadh sites as they are damp-loving, and therefore often grow 
near the low-lying ground where fulachta fiadh are commonly situated. 

Context: 2
Sample: 1
Weight: 3g
Fragments: 11
Ring Porous
cf Hazel/Alder 6
cf Willow/Poplar 1
Unident. 3
Sample weight for C14: <1g

Table of results from charcoal identification at Gurrandarragh, 04E0646

Discussion
The sample from the burnt mound did not contain any plant remains other than charcoal. Similarly, 
the plant remains samples from a fulacht fiadh excavated nearby (Gurrandarragh 04E0647) contained 
only charcoal and at other sites such as Ballydowny, Co. Kerry (02E0055) there were no charred seeds 
from any of the five fulachta fiadh excavated. This is usual for these sites; several other fulacht fiadh ex-
cavated by Eachtra Archaeological Projects have produced little or no macro-plant remains. Examples 
include the fulachta fiadh excavated in advance of works on the Mitchelstown by-pass (04E1119) and 
along the Kilmacthomas by-pass in Co. Waterford (e.g. 98E0575, 00E0196, 00E0199, 00E0198 and 
00E0293).
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This absence of plant remains evidence is due to the nature of activity at the sites in the past. These 
sites are frequently interpreted as cooking sites, in particular used for the cooking of meat; the dearth 
of cereal grains and other seeds at the many sites that have been examined indicates that any cooking 
carried out at fulachta fiadh did not include cereal foods. Most of the plant materials found at fulachta 
fiadh are from fuel used in fires at the sites and therefore vast quantities of charcoal are generally re-
covered.


