
Issue 6                                                                                                 [ISSN 2009-2237]

Archaeological Excavation Report
04E1014 - Fermoy Wood, Co. Cork

Fulacht Fiadh

Eachtra Journal



The Forge,
Innishannon, Co. Cork.
Tel.: 021 470 16 16
Fax: 021 470 16 28
E-mail: info@eachtra.ie
Web Site: www.eachtra.ie

Contact details:

June 2010

Written by:

Client:

Final excavation report of a Fulacht Fiadh at 
Fermoy Wood, 
N8 Rathcormac - Fermoy,
Co. Cork

Direct Route (Fermoy) Construction Ltd.,
Rosemount Business Park,
Ballycoolin Park,
Dublin 11.

04E1014

Bruce Sutton

Bruce Sutton

Licence No.:

Licensee:



Permalink: http://eachtra.ie/index.php/journal/e1014-fermoy-wood-co-cork/

Fermoy Wood, Co. Cork                                                                                ISSUE 6: Eachtra Journal - ISSN 2009-223704E1014

iii

Table of Contents

i Project details .................................................................................................... iv

ii Non-Technical Summary ................................................................................... iv

1 Introduction .......................................................................................................1

1.1 Scope of the Fermoy/Rathcormac bypass project ..........................................1

1.2 Circumstances of discovery ..........................................................................2

1.3 Date and duration of excavation works .........................................................2

1.4 Size and composition of the excavation team ................................................2

2 Receiving Environment ......................................................................................3

2.1 The Natural Landscape ................................................................................3

2.2 The Human Landscape ................................................................................4

3 Original Research Framework ............................................................................6

4 Excavation Results ..............................................................................................6

4.1 Excavation Methodology ..............................................................................6

4.2 Full Stratigraphic Report ..............................................................................6

4.3 Stratigraphic Discussion ...............................................................................8

4.4 Radiocarbon dates ........................................................................................8

5 Discussion ..........................................................................................................9

6 Assessment of Archaeological Potential & Significance .......................................9

7 Conclusion ......................................................................................................... 10

8 Bibliography ...................................................................................................... 11

9 Figures ...............................................................................................................12

10 Plates ................................................................................................................. 18

11 Appendices ........................................................................................................23

11.1 Appendix 1: Stratigraphic Matrix ................................................................23

11.2 Appendix 2: Context Register ......................................................................24

11.3 Appendix 3:  Summary account of site archive ............................................27

11.4 Appendix 4: Dissemination Strategy ............................................................27

11.5 Appendix 5: Programme Schedule Dates & Deliveries.................................27



Permalink: http://eachtra.ie/index.php/journal/e1014-fermoy-wood-co-cork/

Fermoy Wood, Co. Cork                                                                                ISSUE 6: Eachtra Journal - ISSN 2009-223704E1014

iv

List of Figures
Figure 1:  Portion of discovery map showing route of N8 Rathcormac Fermoy. ....................................12

Figure 2:  Portion of RMP sheets CO027, 028, 035, 036, 044, 045, 053 and 054 showing route of the N8 
Rathcormac Fermoy. .............................................................................................................................13

Figure 3:  Portion of RMP sheet CO035 showing location of Fermoy Wood excavation. ......................14

Figure 4:  Portion of route of N8 Rathcormac Fermoy showing location of Fermoy Wood excavation. .15

Figure 5: Post-excavation plan of area of fulacht fiadh. .........................................................................16

Figure 6: Section of mound, trough, posthole C.18 and pit C.27. .........................................................17

List of Plates
Plate 1: Pre-excavation view of mound C.3 from east. ...........................................................................18

Plate 2: View of partially excavated mound C.3 from east. ....................................................................18

Plate 3: View of partially excavated mound C.3 from west. ...................................................................19

Plate 4: View of trough C.4 from north-west. .......................................................................................19

Plate 5: View of timber C.17 in trough C.4 from south. ...................................................................... 20

Plate 6: View of C.14 in base of trough from south. ............................................................................. 20

Plate 7: View of stakehole C.21 from south. ..........................................................................................21

Plate 8: View of possible tool marks on wood C.30 in stakehole C.21. ..................................................21

Plate 9: Pre-excavation view of pit C.25 from south ..............................................................................22

Copyright Notice: Please note that all original information contained within this report, 
including all original drawings, photographs, text and all other printed matter deemed to be 
the writer’s, remains the property of the writer, Eachtra Archaeological Projects and Cork 
County Council and so may not be reproduced or used in any form without written consent.



Permalink: http://eachtra.ie/index.php/journal/e1014-fermoy-wood-co-cork/

Fermoy Wood, Co. Cork                                                                                ISSUE 6: Eachtra Journal - ISSN 2009-223704E1014

v

i Project details

Project    N8 Rathcormac Fermoy Bypass
Site Name   Fermoy Wood
Site Type   Fulacht Fiadh
Licence No.   04E1014
Licensee   Bruce Sutton

Townland   Fermoy
Nat. Grid Ref.   181441 096233

Report Type    Excavation Report
Report Status   Final Report

Date of Submission  April 2006
Distribution   Ken Hanley, Project Archaeologist Cork County Council, Dept. of the 
Environment, Heritage and Local Government, National Museum of Ireland, Cork Archaeological 
Survey Office, and Direct Route (Fermoy) Construction Ltd.

ii Non-Technical Summary
Eachtra Archaeological Projects were engaged to monitor works within previously untested or unre-
solved locations along the route of the new N8 Rathcormac/Fermoy bypass, between June 2004 and 
March 2005. These works occurred both within and outside the extents of the Compulsory Purchase 
Order (CPO). External works were monitored under State Licence 04E0948, while internal works 
were appointed individual works numbers by the Project Archaeologist of the Cork National Road 
Design Office. 

External works included the construction of haul roads, temporary diversion roads and the preparation 
of topsoil tip sites. These works were monitored by Eachtra on behalf of Roadbridge Ltd. in the town-
lands of Maulane East, Kilbrien, Curraghprevin, Fermoy, Mondaniel and Ballybrowney, between June 
and December 2004. Tip sites, within which no groundworks took place, were also archaeologically 
assessed in the months of June and July 2004. Between January and March of 2005, further external 
works were supervised in the townlands of Rath-Healy and Fermoy. Archaeological sites were subse-
quently excavated in the townlands of Ballybrowney Lower, Fermoy, Scartbarry and Gortore. 

This report details the excavation of a fulacht fiadh at Fermoy Wood under licence 04E1014.
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1 Introduction
Eachtra Archaeological Projects were engaged to monitor works within previously untested or unre-
solved locations along the route of the new N8 Rathcormac/Fermoy bypass, between June 2004 and 
March 2005. These works occurred both within and outside the extents of the Compulsory Purchase 
Order (CPO). External works were monitored under State Licence 04E0948, while internal works 
were appointed individual works numbers by the Project Archaeologist of the Cork National Road 
Design Office. 

External works included the construction of haul roads, temporary diversion roads and the preparation 
of topsoil tip sites. These works were monitored by Eachtra on behalf of Roadbridge Ltd. in the town-
lands of Maulane East, Kilbrien, Curraghprevin, Fermoy, Mondaniel and Ballybrowney, between June 
and December 2004. Tip sites, within which no groundworks took place, were also archaeologically 
assessed in the months of June and July 2004. Between January and March of 2005, further external 
works were supervised in the townlands of Rath-Healy and Fermoy. Archaeological sites were subse-
quently excavated in the townlands of Ballybrowney Lower, Fermoy, Scartbarry and Gortore. 

This report details the results of the excavation of a fulacht fiadh at Fermoy under State licence 04E1014 
(Chainage 12150 and National Grid Ref. 181441 096233).

1.1 Scope of the Fermoy/Rathcormac bypass project
The N8 Rathcormac/Fermoy Bypass is approximately 17.5 km in length. It will extend from the north-
ern end of the new N8 Glanmire–Watergrasshill road, in the townland of Meenane, passing west of 
Rathcormac and east of Fermoy, towards its convergence with the existing N8 Cork-Dublin Road at 
Moorepark West to the north (Figure 1).

The results of archaeological research conducted to date, as part of the N8 Rathcormac/ Fermoy By-
pass Project, are documented in the following reports:

•	 An Archaeological Assessment of N8 South Watergrasshill – Fermoy, by Sheila Lane & Associates, 
March 2001

•	 N8 Watergrasshill – Fermoy Bypass, Archaeological Assessment: Fieldwalking, by Sheila Lane & 
Associates, June 2001

•	 Built Heritage, Chapter 10, N8 Rathcormac/Fermoy Bypass, Environmental Impact Statement by 
Sheila Lane & Associates

These reports identified fourteen areas of archaeological potential which required investigation/resolu-
tion.

A centreline archaeological testing strategy uncovered a further 47 potential archaeological sites, de-
tailed in the following reports:

•	 Archaeological Testing Report, Final Report Vol. 1 & 2, N8 Rathcormac to Fermoy Bypass, by 
Archaeological Consultancy Services Ltd. May – July 2002
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•	 Additional Archaeological Testing N8 Rathcormac to Fermoy Bypass Scheme by Donald Murphy, 
Archaeological Consultancy Services Ltd.

Archaeological test excavations were undertaken on all but 1.1 km of the 17.5 km route in response to 
the initial survey results. Forty-two sites of archaeological potential were identified and subsequently 
resolved. These sites comprised enclosure sites, early medieval ringforts, prehistoric fulachta fiadh, 
hearths, a cremation pit, prehistoric settlements, medieval settlement, a demesne wall and a lime 
kiln. 

1.2 Circumstances of discovery
Eachtra Archaeological Projects were appointed by the PPP Company, Direct Route (Fermoy) Con-
struction Ltd., to monitor internal works within the remaining 1.1 km of untested road take and to 
monitor external works associated with road construction. In the course of these works, three fulachta 
fiadh were discovered and excavated in the townlands of Fermoy (NGC 181441 096233), Fermoy 
Wood (NGC 181441 096233) and Scartbarry (NGC 178310 087370) respectively (Figure 2). The 
remains of a brushwood platform or possible trackway were excavated in Ballyoran bog (NGC 181405 
095852). The skeletal remains of at least six Giant Irish Deer were also retrieved from unspecified 
locations within Ballyoran bog. A ring-ditch (NGC 179129 090559) was discovered and excavated 
in the townland of Ballybrowney and a prehistoric house site was excavated at Gortore (NGC 181815 
101661). 

1.3 Date and duration of excavation works
The excavation of the fulacht fiadh at Fermoy Wood commenced on 26/07/2004 under licence 04E1014 
and was completed on the 10/08/2004.

1.4 Size and composition of the excavation team
The archaeological excavation team consisted of the licence holder, one supervisor, three site assistants.



Permalink: http://eachtra.ie/index.php/journal/e1014-fermoy-wood-co-cork/

Fermoy Wood, Co. Cork                                                                                ISSUE 6: Eachtra Journal - ISSN 2009-223704E1014

3

2 Receiving Environment

2.1 The Natural Landscape
The landscape between Watergrasshill and Moorepark, through which the new M8 will navigate, 
generally comprises gently rolling, open farmland, combined with wooded river valleys and Old Red 
Sandstone ridges. The new route will traverse a total of seven watercourses, the principal of which 
are the Rivers Bride and Blackwater. Brown podzolics, which are particularly suited to pasture and 
constitute the predominant soil type within Cork County, dominate the region concerned. The geol-
ogy of the route broadly consists of glacial deposits with some alluvial sediments in the river valleys. 
Low-lying areas are occasionally peaty. The road scheme commences on the northern edge of the 
Watergrasshill Anticline, which comprises purple mudstone and some sandstone of the Ballytrasna 
Formation (a sub-type of Devonian Old Red Sandstone) (Sleeman and McConnell 1995). From there 
it continues across the Bride River valley which is founded on Waulsortian limestone (GSI Sheet 22, 
Bedrock Geology 1:100,000 map). To the west of Rathcormac village, where the mainline traverses 
the higher ground of the Bride valley, the Waulsortian limestone is supplanted by the red and purple 
mudstones and pale red sandstones of the Ballytrasna Formation (ibid.). To the north, the Bride valley 
is flanked by an extension of the Nagles Mountains comprising a sandstone ridge. Having traversed 
this ridge, the mainline then descends into the limestone region of the Blackwater River valley before 
concluding its course in the Knockmealdown Sandstone formation of the Kilworth Mountains (ibid.). 
Predominantly sandstone-based Quaternary sediments, ‘deposited from glacier ice or glacial meltwater 
flowing from the ice’ (ibid., 1) overlie the bedrock geology of the motorway route. 

Ballyoran Bog is located at c. 60m OD in the valley of the Shanowennadrimina Stream. The Shano-
wennadrimina Stream (Seanabhann na Droiminne or Old river of the white backed cow) is a tributary 
of the River Bride. The bog is a small fen bog which formed in a narrow pass in the foothills of the 
Nagles Mountains between Corrin 219m OD and the summit at Ballyoran 128m OD. The bog was 
reclaimed and is now under permanent pasture. Fermoy Wood is located on the northern slopes of the 
summit at Ballyoran.

The northern extents of the new road scheme traverse the eastern side of the North Cork area, while 
the bulk of the route lies within East Cork. Volume 2 of the Archaeological Inventory of County Cork 
pertains to the East and South Cork regions (Power et al. 1994). This volume records a total of 2717 
archaeological monuments within these divisions of the county. Over a quarter of the sites recorded 
in this volume date to the prehistoric period and the majority of these prehistoric sites constitute 
fulachta fiadh. Approximately 45% of the monuments recorded in Volume 2 comprise Early Medieval 
sites, with ringforts constituting the most common site type of this period. Only 14% of the recorded 
monuments date to the medieval period. Volume 4 of the archaeological inventory series encompasses 
the North Cork region and records a total of 5496 monuments within the area (Power et al. 2000).
Over 40% of the monuments recorded in this volume constitute prehistoric sites, of which 1626 com-
prise fulachta fiadh. A further 40% of the monuments in this area constitute Early Medieval sites such 
as ringforts, enclosures, souterrains and ecclesiastical centres. The Medieval period is represented by a 
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mere 8.5% of the monuments recorded.

2.2 The Human Landscape
The earliest known human occupation of Ireland dates to the Mesolithic period (c. 7000-4000 BC). 
There is no known evidence for Mesolithic activity within the area affected by the road take. However, 
the Blackwater Valley has yielded some confirmation of Mesolithic activity along its banks, in the form 
of flint scatters at Castleblagh and Kilcummer Lower (Power et al. 2000, 2). These sites are located 
between 10 km and 12 km from the new motorway mainline. 

There is greater evidence for later prehistoric activity within the environs of the road take however. 
A number of fulachta fiadh, which have been listed in the Record of Monuments and Places, occur 
within close proximity of the bypass. Fulachta fiadh have been interpreted as ancient cooking places, 
usually surviving as ‘small horseshoe-shaped mounds of charcoal-enriched soil packed with fragments 
of heat-shattered stones’ (Power et al. 1994, 24). Where these features have been truncated through 
ploughing, they appear as black spreads. They are generally situated close to a water source such as 
streams or marshy terrain. They comprise a water-filled trough or rectangular pit, lined with either 
timber planks or stone in which food was cooked. Water in the trough was heated by ‘rolling hot stones 
into it from a fire close by’ (ibid.). Once immersed in boiling water, experiments have shown that meat 
wrapped in straw ‘cooked at a rate of twenty minutes per pound weight’ (ibid.). The heat-shattered stones 
were removed from the trough after cooking and deposited to the side. After many cooking episodes, 
these stones formed a mound surrounding three sides of the trough. There are over 300 of these monu-
ments in the east and south Cork region, recorded in the Archaeological Inventory of County Cork Vol 
II (ibid.). Three of these monuments occur within the townland of Skahanagh North (CO053-091). 
Further clusters of these monuments occur in Ballinaltig (CO053-067, 068), Coolcarron (CO035-
075, 077), and to the southeast of Corrin Hill (CO035-050, 058, 068, 070). Another example of has 
been recorded at Ballynoe (CO035-081). In Ballyoran, a fulacht fiadh listed as CO035-057, occurs 
approximately 60 m from the centreline of the route. It is described in the Archaeological Inventory of 
County Cork (Volume 2) as being a truncated mound of burnt material measuring 20 m x 16 m x 0.3 
m deep (ibid. 28). During the centreline test excavations of the road corridor, further fulachta fiadh 
were encountered and subsequently resolved by ACS Ltd. These included ‘Corrin 4’, excavated under 
licence 03E1463, and two burnt mounds at ‘Corrin 6’, excavated under licence number 03E1636 
(Aidan O’Connell pers. comm.). A further three fulachta fiadh were excavated by Eachtra Archaeologi-
cal Projects at Scartbarry under Ministerial Order A014/006, at Fermoy under licence 05E0078 and 
at Fermoy Wood under licence 04E1014. 

The remains of a ring-barrow were also discovered during the advanced archaeological testing of the 
route corridor at Skahanagh North, to the northeast of Watergrasshill (Eamonn Cotter pers. comm.). 
These prehistoric monuments comprise a low, ‘usually circular mound or level area, enclosed by a fosse 
and external bank’ (ibid., 55). Burial deposits, often in the form of a cremation and ‘sometimes enclosed 
in a stone box or cist’ have been uncovered within these features during excavation. These burial forms 
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have been assigned to the Neolithic, Bronze and Iron Ages (ibid.).

Corrin Hill is a prominent vista within the landscape surrounding the road take. The summit of the 
hill is dominated by a Bronze-Age burial cairn, which when investigated in the 1830s, was found to 
contain two burials (Doody 1999, 103). A further addition to the apex of this hill is a hillfort known 
as ‘Carn Tigherna’ or ‘Carntierna’. Hillforts date from the Late Bronze Age into the Iron Age (500 BC 
– 500 AD). The monument concerned is one of just three sites in North Cork which conforms to Raf-
tery’s definition of a ‘hillfort’ (Power et al. 2000, 205). The fort has been disturbed on its eastern side, 
but formerly stood to a height of 19 feet in 1886 (Power quoting Ó Murchú, ibid., 178). A Discovery 
Programme survey carried out in 1995, revealed additional features such as complex external earth-
works and entrances which were previously unrecorded (www.discoveryprogramme.ie). The Claidh 
Dubh, a linear earthwork measuring 22.5 km in length (ibid., 203), occurs to the west of the fort, 
stretching from the Nagles Mountains to the Ballyhoura Hills, crossing the Blackwater approximately 
11 km to the west of Fermoy. Such earthworks are believed to have defended tribal boundaries (ibid.). 
Doody’s investigations of the Claidh Dubh have shown that it dates prior to 100 AD (www.excava-
tions.ie). The contemporaneity and proximity of the hillfort at Corrin to the Claidh Dubh could sug-
gest that this area was a centre of regional or provincial power in the Iron Age. During centreline test 
excavations carried out by ACS Ltd., a probable Bronze Age settlement complex was discovered and 
subsequently excavated by Eamonn Cotter under licence 03E1058. This site, located between Chain-
ages 5920-6130 in the townland of Ballybrowney Lower, predominantly comprised four enclosures 
and four houses (Eamonn Cotter pers. comm.). Centreline testing also revealed the remains of a pos-
sible Iron Age enclosure between Chainages 11180-11130 of the road take. This was later excavated by 
Aidan O’Connell under licence 04E0912. 

Prior to the Anglo-Norman invasion of the region, East Cork was dominated by the Uí Líatháin tribe. 
The Uí Líatháin territory spanned an area extending south from the Corrin and Castlelyons region 
towards Cork Harbour and east towards Lismore and Youghal. The main focus of settlement in this 
period was the ringfort, described as a ‘circular or roughly circular area’, spanning 25-50 m in diam-
eter and ‘enclosed by an earthen bank’ (Power et al. 1994, 77). The archaeological excavation of these 
sites has indicated that they served as defended farmsteads in the Early Medieval period (ibid.). Their 
earthworks protected against ‘natural predators like wolves as well as the local warfare and cattle raiding 
common at the time’ (ibid.). They are generally located on gentle hillslopes with commanding views of 
the surrounding landscape. Few of these monuments are apparent towards the northern end of the 
road scheme, however, concentrations of these structures occur on higher ground, for example, within 
the Bride Valley. Recorded sites occur at Skahanagh North, Skahanagh South and at Scartbarry, as 
well as at Mondaniel and Corrin. Some of these sites have been levelled and are only apparent through 
cartographic analysis or in aerial photographs.
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3 Original Research Framework
The following issues will be addressed in this excavation report.
	The construction date or date of initial site activity and the date of abandonment.
	The absolute / relative chronology of site use in terms of phases and events.
	The location of known contemporaneous and comparable sites.
	The extent of the viable economic catchment area in terms of sources of water, food, raw materials, 

transportation routes etc

4 Excavation Results

4.1 Excavation Methodology
The area of the excavation measured 20m (N-S) by 20m (E-W). A grid was established in the area 
of excavation and the ground within it was cleaned by hand to locate and identify all archaeological 
features. Each identified feature was excavated, planned, photographed and recorded, with every fill 
and cut being assigned a context number. Charcoal and soil samples were taken from appropriate fills 
where necessary. All artefacts were retrieved, registered, bagged and labelled. 

4.2 Full Stratigraphic Report

4.2.1 Stratigraphic Matrix 

See Appendix 1 for the full stratigraphic matrix and Appendix 2 for the context register.

4.2.2 Stratigraphic Sequencing

The removal of trees from the area of Fermoy Wood within the CPO was monitored by Eachtra Ar-
chaeological Projects. A fulacht fiadh was recorded at the southern end of the woods c. 5m to the east 
of the third class road at Chainage 12150. The archaeology excavated on site consisted of a shallow 
heavily disturbed burnt mound (Plate 1), with a rectangular, possibly timber lined, trough, two post-
holes and two shallow pits (Figure 5).

4.2.3 Topsoil and subsoil

The topsoil C.1 was a loose mid blackish grey/brown sand with frequent inclusions of stones and or-
ganic material that covered the entire site. This was frequently disturbed across the site by tree bowls 
and machinery tracks. The subsoil C.2 was a firm pink, yellow and light brown clay natural with large 
stone inclusions. The clay subsoil was recorded in the area of the excavation.

4.2.4 The mound 

The mound measured c. 15m north-south by 12.5m east-west. It was composed of two main layers, 
C.3 and C.16. (Figure 5, plates 1-3). The upper layer C.3 was a mid blackish loose sandy silt, a mixed 
layer of topsoil and organic material, such as leaves and pine needles, and burnt mound material due 
to the fact that it was heavily disturbed by tree roots and heavy machinery. A small layer of material 
C.15 (1m NS by 0.75n EW by 0.1m deep) was recorded in the centre of the mound, to the east of the 
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trough, between the disturbed layer C.3 and the burnt mound layer C.16. It was a loose mid grey/pink 
layer of sandy re-deposited natural with occasional small angular stone inclusions. The basal layer C.16 
was a moderately compact black sandy clay with 40% burnt sandstone inclusions. This was the main 
layer of the burnt mound, and unlike C.3, it was not disturbed. It was concentrated towards the centre 
of the burnt mound, where the mound would have originally been deepest. 
Two layers (C.23 and C.24) were recorded in the southern section of the mound. They had cut the 
main mound and had accumulated in the area of a tree hollow. 

4.2.5 The trough

The trough C.4 was rectangular in shape (2.8m x 2.2m x 0.6m deep) with gradual break of slope, 
concave sides and a flat base (Figure 5, Plate 4)). The northern and western corners of the cut were 
squared and the southern corner was rounded. A possible driven stake (C.31) was located in the south-
ern corner of the trough. The southeast and southwest sides had slumped in after the trough had been 
abandoned and the natural C.2 overlay the basal layers on these sides. The eastern corner had been 
disturbed by a portion of a collapsed possible oak post (C.17) (Plate 5). The wood overlay burnt mound 
material and re-deposited subsoil. Ten sand and sandy silt fills (C.5, C.6, C.7, C.8, C.9, C.10, C.11, 
C.12, C.13 and C.14) were recorded in the trough.
A patchy thin (0.05m deep) layer of timber (C.14) was located in the very base of the trough (Plate 
6). It covered c. 5% of the base of the trough. This may represent the remnants of the original timber 
lining of the trough. The overlying basal fill (C.13) was a loose mid brown sand (0.02m in depth). The 
layer probably accumulated from the erosion of the heated fragments of sandstone placed in the trough 
to heat the water.  A wet dark brown/black sandy fill (C.12) overlay the sand (C.13). It included stone 
and fragments of wood.  A layer of re-deposited natural (C.22) overlay C.12. Three layers (C.8 - C.10) 
had slumped in from the eastern side of the trough. The main fill of the trough (C.11) was a brown/
black sand, 0.26m deep, with frequent inclusions of stone and rotting wood. Two silty layers (C.6 and 
C.7) overlay C.11 to the west and east respectively. They were on average 0.14m in depth. The upper 
fill of the trough C.5 was a black/brown sandy silt, c. 0.2m in depth.

4.2.6 Associated Features

Two postholes (C.18 and C.21) and a pit (C.27) were excavated in close proximity to the trough. A 
second pit C.25 was located c.15m to the west of the mound. 
Posthole C.18 was located 0.6m to the south of the trough. It was triangular in plan (0.25m x 0.15m 
x 0.35m deep) possible packing stones were recorded to the south and northwest of the cut (Figure 
5 & 6). Posthole C.21 was located just to the east of the trough. It was sub-circular in plan (0.4m x 
0.35m x 0.7m deep) with vertical sides. The sandy clay fill (C.20) included occasional stone and flecks 
of charcoal and the base of a possible oak stake (C.30) (Plates 7 and 8).  The upper portion of wood 
(C.17) collapsed into the trough (C.4). Pit C.27 was located 1.3m to the north of the trough. It was 
sub-rectangular in plan (0.65m x 0.45m x 0.2m deep). It was filled with a pink/grey sandy clay with 
inclusions of heat shattered stone and flecks of charcoal. Pit C.25 was located c.15m to the west of the 
mound. It was circular in plan (1.5m x 1.4m x 0.35m deep) with concave sides and a concave/rounded 
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base. The fill (C.26) was a mid grey sandy clay with frequent burnt stone and moderate charcoal fleck 
inclusions (Plate 9).

4.3 Stratigraphic Discussion
As with the excavation of many fulachta fiadh or burnt mounds, this excavation resulted in a paucity of 
archaeological material with which to interpret the site. This was further compounded by the distur-
bance across the site due to the fairly recent planting of the coniferous trees in Fermoy Wood and their 
subsequent removal by heavy tracked machinery. The disturbance was manifest in the upper layer of 
the mound (C.3) in the form of fresh leaves and pine needles. The layer was scattered perhaps beyond 
the original limits of the mound to a depth in places of only 0.02-0.03m. The lower layer of mound 
material (C.16) was undisturbed. It contained no organic material, and was comprised solely of black 
sandy clay with frequent inclusions of burnt sandstone. The rectangular trough (C.4) was the domi-
nant feature on the site. The presence of a small percentage of oak fragments in the base of the trough 
would suggest that it may have been timber lined originally. The size of the trough would suggest that 
the mound may have been more substantial in its original state. 

4.4 Radiocarbon dates
A radiocarbon date was returned from the Radiocarbon Laboratory at Queens University Belfast. The 
Early Iron Age date returned was an accelerator date obtained from wood. 

Table 1
Lab. Code Sample Material Context No. Yrs BP Calibrated Dates

2 sigma
UB-6834 Oak 17 2224 +- 36 cal BC 384 – 203
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5 Discussion
Burnt mounds are the most common Bronze Age sites found in Ireland. The characteristic site-type 
is found in low-lying/damp ground and consists of a mound of charcoal-rich black sediment that is 
packed with heat-shattered stones and forms a horseshoe-shape around a pit or trough that filled with 
water. In many cases, however, all that survives to the present day are black spreads with fragments of 
shattered stones visible in ploughed fields. 

The discovery of burnt stones and a trough indicates that hot stone technology was used on the site. 
This technology is traditionally associated with burnt mounds or Bronze Age cooking spots. Water 
was heated by placing hot rocks into a water filled trough. The wrapped meat was then placed in the 
water and cooked. Experiments carried out by M.J. O’Kelly, who excavated Ballyvourney I, Co. Cork 
in 1954, found that 450 litres of water in a trough boiled in 30-35 minutes and cooked 4.5kg of mut-
ton in less than 4 hours (1954). Burnt stone spreads however may have been the by-product of a variety 
of different activities where hot water was required. Other theories on their use include bathing and 
dyeing textiles together with the production of hot water and steam for curative purposes and sweat 
houses (Ó Drisceoil 1988).  All of these suggestions are speculative as there is virtually no conclusive 
scientific evidence to prove or disprove theories about how the sites were used. Not all excavated burnt 
mounds have wood lined troughs or even pits that can be interpreted as pits for heating water. Stone 
lined examples have also been found for example at Reenarea, Valentia, Co. Kerry (Mitchell 1990). It 
is therefore logical that burnt stone technology was used for different purposes.  It is likely that burnt 
stone technology was used for a variety of purposes from industrial to gastronomic. Radiocarbon dat-
ing of these sites have produced Bronze Age dates ranging from 3,800 to 2,400BP (Brindley and Lant-
ing 1990). Radiocarbon date of cal BC 384-203 (UB-6834) were returned from C.17.
A comparative timber plank-lined trough was found nearby at Fermoy (NRA Archaeological Discov-
eries); while another timber trough, further south at Killydonoghoe, was made out of a hollowed-out 
oak trunk (NRA Archaeological Discoveries). While many examples are excavated without surviving 
evidence for wooden lining, where wood is found it is more likely to be plank-lined.

6 Assessment of Archaeological Potential & Significance
The archaeological potential for this early Iron Age fulacht fiadh is moderate. Analysis of the envi-
ronmental samples retrieved, furnished a radiocarbon date of cal BC 384-203 (UB-6834) for the site. 
Excavation of the site at Fermoy Wood has added to our understanding of the prehistoric landscape in 
the area as, when combined with results from previous archaeological work in the area, it demonstrates 
that it was frequently used as a location for heating stones and water. Burnt mounds are extremely com-
mon in this region and they often occur in clusters: e.g  two at Coolcarron (CO035-075, 077) (Power 
and Lane et al. 2000), six at Corrin (CO035-050, 058, 068, 070) and three in Ballyoran (CO035-052, 
057 and 071) (Power et al 1994). These results suggests occupation on a long-term, although perhaps 
intermittent, basis from around the Early Bronze Age.
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7 Conclusion
The site at Fermoy Wood has been identified as a early Iron Age burnt mound where hot stone technol-
ogy was used but there is no definite evidence from this site to indicate the specific purpose of heating 
stones and water in the area; the technology could have been utilised in a variety of processes from 
cooking and bathing to fulling, felting, boat building and many other industrial processes. The site is 
just one of many similar monuments that have been discovered in the general area in recent years and 
it contributes to the widespread evidence for use of hot stones and water in the area in prehistory. The 
nearest excavated site to the Fermoy Wood fulacht fiadh was the brushwood platform and trackway 
and nearby discovery of Giant Irish Deer in Ballyoran Bog (04E1014 extension).
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9 Figures

Figure 1:  Portion of discovery map showing route of N8 Rathcormac Fermoy.
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Figure 2:  Portion of RMP sheets CO027, 028, 035, 036, 044, 045, 053 and 054 showing route of 
the N8 Rathcormac Fermoy.
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Figure 3:  Portion of RMP sheet CO035 showing location of Fermoy Wood excavation.
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Figure 4:  Portion of route of N8 Rathcormac Fermoy showing location of Fermoy Wood excavation.
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Plate 1: Pre-excavation view of mound C.3 from east.

Plate 2: View of partially excavated mound C.3 from east.

10 Plates
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Plate 3: View of partially excavated mound C.3 from west.

Plate 4: View of trough C.4 from north-west.
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Plate 5: View of timber C.17 in trough C.4 from south.

Plate 6: View of C.14 in base of trough from south.
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Plate 7: View of stakehole C.21 from south.

Plate 8: View of possible tool marks on wood C.30 in stakehole C.21.
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Plate 9: Pre-excavation view of pit C.25 from south
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11 Appendices

11.1 Appendix 1: Stratigraphic Matrix
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C. No. Interpretation Dimensions Description Artefacts

1 Topsoil Extensive Loose mid blackish brown sand topsoil. Frequent 
stones and organic material.

2 Subsoil Extensive Firm pinkish, yellowish light brown clay subsoil 
with large stone inclusions

3 Burnt mound 
spread

11.5 E-W x 4.3 x 
0.2

Loose mid blackish brown sandy silt. Angular 
coarse pebbles and small stones.  Topsoil mixed 
with burnt mound material. Under C.1 topsoil, 
over C.5, a fill of the trough.

4 Cut of trough 2.8 NW-SE x 2.2 
x 0.6

Rectangular shaped cut with rounded corner at 
N, square corner at S and W, E corner disturbed. 
Gradual break of slope top and base. Sides are 
moderately sloping and concave at NW and NE, 
slightly undercut at base of SE and SW. The base 
is flat. The E side disturbed by C.21, posthole 
adjacent to the trough, which had at some point 
broken and collapsed into the E corner of the 
trough, before the backfilling of the trough. 
Filled with C.5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, and 14, 
cut into subsoil C.2.

5 Fill of trough C.4 1.6 E-W x 0.21 x 
0.2

Loose compact dark blackish brown sandy silt. 
Occasional pebbles. Under spread C.3, over C.6 
and C.7, fills of the trough.

6 Fill of trough C.4  0.7 E-W x 0.14 Loose mid reddish brown silt. Frequent small 
stones. Appeared in section that C.6 and C.7 
were the same layer, which had been truncated 
by a possible tree bowl. C.6 was located in the 
west of the trough section and C.7 in the east. 
Under C.5, over C.11 fills of the trough.

7 Fill of trough C.4 0.58 E-W x 0.14 Loose mid reddish brown silt. Frequent small 
stones. Appeared in section that C.6 and C.7 
were the same layer, which had been truncated 
by a possible tree bowl. C.6 was located in the 
west of the trough section and C.7 in the east. 
Under C.5, over C.11 fills of the trough.

8 Fill of trough C.4 0.57 E-W x 0.23 Mottled loose mid reddish brown silt and dark 
greyish brown wet sand. Flecks of organic mate-
rial. Under C.11, over C.9, is similar to C.10, all 
fills of the trough.

9 Fill of trough C.4 0.34 E-W x 0.35 Mottled loose mid reddish brown silt and dark 
greyish brown wet sand. Flecks of organic mate-
rial. Under C.8, over C.10 fills of the trough.

10 Fill of trough C.4 0.3 E-W x 0.75 C.10, loose greyish black silt with frequent small 
stone and rotten wood inclusions, which ap-
peared to be mound material slumped into the 
trough from the east. C.10 lay all around C.17 
and appeared to have slumped in after the col-
lapse of the post. Under C.9, fill of trough, and 
over C.17 the wooden post.

11 Fill of trough C.4 0.75 E-W x 0.76 Loose brownish black wet sand. Frequent stone 
and rotting wood. Material that had accumu-
lated over time. Under C.6 and C.7, over C.8, 
fills of the trough. 

11.2 Appendix 2: Context Register
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C. No. Interpretation Dimensions Description Artefacts

12 Fill of trough C.4 1.85 E-W x 0.15 Loose very wet dark brownish black sandy mate-
rial. Frequent small and medium stones. One 
large stone was located near the centre of the 
trough, deposited after the abandonment of the 
trough. Frequent rotting wood. Under C.22, 
over C.13, fills of the trough.

13 Fill of trough C.4 1.5 E-W x 0.02 Loose mid brown sand. Under C.12, fill of 
trough, over C.14 possible trough lining.

14 Fill of trough C.4 0.5 E-W x 0.05 A patchy thin ‘ghost’ timber layer. The pieces of 
timber were all roughly rectangular with straight 
sides, around 0.5cm thick and placed flat in the 
trough. Under C.13, in the base of the trough 
cut C.4.

15 Burnt mound 
spread

1.0 E-W x 0.1 Loose mid greyish pink layer of sandy re-de-
posited natural. Occasional small angular stone 
inclusions. This was located in the centre of the 
mound, under spread C.3 and over burnt mound 
material C.16

16 Burnt mound 
spread

12.0 N-S x 4.0 x 
0.25

Compact black sandy clay. Frequent burnt sand-
stone. Concentrated towards the centre of the 
burnt mound. Under C.5, over subsoil.

17 Wooden post, fill 
of posthole C.21

0.7 x 0.55 x 0.3 An irregularly shaped post, extremely rough and 
larger towards the top than the base. Located in 
the trough. It is the upper portion of a wooden 
post. The lower portion C.30 was in situ in cut 
C.21.

Find 1: 
Wooden post 
measured 0.8 
x 0.34 x 0.27

18 Cut of driven 
posthole

0.25 E-W x 0.15 x 
0.35

Triangular shaped cut with sharp corners. Sharp 
break of slope top. Steep sides. Pointed V-shaped 
base. Possible packing stones in the south and 
northwest of the cut. Located 0.6m to the south 
of trough C.4. Filled with C.29, cut into subsoil. 

19 cancelled
20 Fill of posthole 

C.21
0.4 N-S x 0.35 x 
0.65

 Soft, wet light grey sandy clay. Occasional small 
stones and charcoal flecks. Under C.16 mound 
material and over base of wooden post C.30.

21 Cut of posthole 0.4 N-S x 0.35 x 
0.7

Sub-circular cut with no corners. Sharp break of 
slope top and base. Sides vertical. East of trough 
C.4. Filled with C.20 and wooden post C.30, 
cut into subsoil. 

22 Fill of trough C.4 0.7 x 0.6 x 0.7 Redeposited subsoil. Moderate small stones. 
Under post C.17, over trough fill C.12.

23 Fill of tree bowl 0.56 N-S x 0.16 Loose greyish pink sandy silt. Under C.24, over 
burnt mound spread C.16.

24 Fill of tree bowl 0.94 N-S x 0.25 Loose dark greyish brown sandy silt. Under 
topsoil, over tree bole fill C.23.

25 Cut of pit 1.5 E-W  x 1.4 x 
0.35

Circular in plan with no corners. Sharp break of 
slope top. Sides are concave. Break of slope base 
is gradual. Base is concave. Filled with C.26, cut 
into subsoil. Located C.15 m to the west of the 
mound.

26 Fill of pit C.25 1.5 E-W x 1.4 x 
0.35

Mid grey soft sandy clay. Frequent burnt stone 
and moderate charcoal fleck. Washed out burnt 
mound material. Under topsoil, in pit cut C.25.
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C. No. Interpretation Dimensions Description Artefacts

27 Cut of pit 0.65 NW-SE x 0.45 
x 0.2

Sub-rectangular cut with rounded corners. 
Gradual break of slope top and base. Concave 
sides. Base slopes upwards from SW to NE. 
Located 1.3 m to the north of trough C.4. Filled 
with C.28, cut into subsoil.

28 Fill of pit C.27 0.65 NW-SE x 0.45 
x 0.2

Firm light pinkish grey clayey sand. Frequent 
burnt stone and occasional charcoal flecks. Un-
der C.3 spread, in pit cut C.27

29 Fill of posthole 
C.18

0.25 E-W x 0.15 x 
0.35

Mid-dark grey soft sandy clay. Occasional small 
stones and charcoal flecks. Under spread C.3, in 
cut C.18.

30 Fill of posthole 
C.21

0.48 x 0.27 x 0.14 Base of wooden post. Under C.20 fill of post-
hole, in posthole C.21.

Find 2: Base 
of wooden 
post meas-
ured 0.45 x 
0.26 x 0.14

31 Wooden stake, fill 
of stakehole C.32

0.23 x 0.06 x 0.01 Poorly preserved wooden stake. Located in the 
southern corner of the trough in stakehole C.32.

32 Cut of stakehole, 
filled with C.31

0.23 x 0.06 x 0.01 Sub-circular cut with no corners. Sharp break 
of slope top. Sides vertical. Imperceptible break 
of slope base. Filled with C.31, cut into C.4 the 
trough.. 
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11.3 Appendix 3:  Summary account of site archive

Fermoy Wood - 04E1014

Type Description Quantity
Contexts 31

Plans 1:100 plan (sheets) 6
 1:50 plan  (sheets)
1:20 plan  (sheets)

Sections 1:20 sections and profiles (Sheets)

Matrices 1
Photographs 44
Registers Context 1

Photograph 1
Drawing 1
Finds 1

 Fermoy Wood 04E1014

Publications
Excavations 2004 Text submitted January 2004 Publication pending
NRA publication Text submitted February 2006 Publication pending

It is the right of Cork County Council (the Council) to fulfil some or all of the stated publication requirements, either 
in part or in full, should it so decide, and that copyright is aggisned to the Council in order that it may make such 
information available to the public.

It is the right of Cork County Council (the Council) to fulfil some or all of the stated presentation requirements, 
either in part or in full, should it so decide. 

11.4 Appendix 4: Dissemination Strategy

Fermoy Wood - 04E1014

Phase 1 Monitoring June 2004
Phase 2 resolution Duration of excavation 26.7.04 - 10.8.04
Phase 3 post-excavation
Postex Assessment & Stragegy Document submitted to Cork County Council March 2005
Interim Excavation Report Report submitted to Cork County Council November 2005
Final Excavation Report Report submitted to Cork County Council April 2006
Publications 
Excavations 2004 Summary submitted January 2005
NRA Monography Summary submitted to Cork County Council February 2006

11.5 Appendix 5: Programme Schedule Dates & Deliveries
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