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i Project details

Project    N8 Rathcormac Fermoy Bypass
Site Name   Ballybrowney
Site Type   Ring Ditch
Licence No.   05E0233
Licensee   Fiona O’Reilly

Townland   Ballybrowney Lower 
Nat. Grid Ref.   179129 090559

Report Type   Excavation Report
Report Status   Final Report

Date of Submission  May 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 Roadbridge 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. 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 num-
bers 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 Iron Age ring ditch in Ballybrowney Lower under licence 
056E0233.
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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 at Ballybrowney under State licence 05E0233 (figures 
1-3).

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



Permalink: http://eachtra.ie/index.php/journal/e0233-ballybrowney-co-cork/

Ballybrowney, Co. Cork                                                                               ISSUE 6: Eachtra Journal - ISSN 2009-223705E0233

2

•	 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 subsequent-
ly resolved by ACS Ltd. 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 ringditch (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 ring-ditch at Ballybrowney commenced on 28/02/2005 under licence 05E0233 
and was completed on the 11/03/2005. 

1.4 Size and composition of the excavation team
The archaeological excavation team consisted of the licence holder, one supervisor, three site assistants.
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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’ (Sleeman and McConnell 1995, 1) overlie the bedrock geology of the motorway 
route. 

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 
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 
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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 (ibid.) such 
as streams or marshy terrain. They comprise a water-filled trough or rectangular pit, lined with either 
timber planks or stone (ibid.) 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 monuments in the east and south Cork region, recorded in the Archaeological Inventory 
of County Cork Vol II (Power et al. 1994). 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 (Power et al. 1994, 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 (NRA Archaeological Discoveries). A further two fulachta 
fiadh were excavated by Eachtra Archaeological Projects at Scartbarry under Ministerial Order A014/
006and 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 (NRA Archaeological Discover-
ies). These prehistoric monuments comprise a low, ‘usually circular mound or level area, enclosed by a 
fosse and external bank’ (Power et al. 1994, 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 excava-
tion (ibid.). These burial forms 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 
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BC – 500 AD). The monument concerned is one of just three sites in North Cork which conforms 
to Raftery’s definition of a ‘hillfort’ (Power et al. 2000, 205). The fort has been disturbed on its east-
ern 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 exter-
nal earthworks and entrances which were previously unrecorded (www.discoveryprogramme.ie). The 
Claidh Dubh, a linear earthwork measuring 22.5 km in length (Power et al. 2000, 203), occurs to the 
west of the fort, stretching from the Nagles Mountains to the Ballyhoura Hills, crossing the Blackwa-
ter 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.excavations.ie). The contemporaneity and proximity of the hillfort at Corrin to the Claidh 
Dubh could suggest 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 
in the townland of Ballybrowney Lower, predominantly comprised four enclosures and four houses 
(NRA Archaeological Discoveries). Centreline testing also revealed the remains of a possible 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 diameter 
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 earth-
works 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 ma-

terials, transportation routes etc

4 Excavation Results

4.1 Excavation Methodology
The area of the excavation measured 9m N-S by 9m E-W. A grid was established in the area of excava-
tion 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, registered, bagged and labelled. 

5 Full Stratigraphic Report
See Appendix 1 for the full stratigraphic matrix and Appendix 2 for the context register.

5.1 Stratigraphic Sequencing
Two distinct features were recorded on the western and eastern side of the route of the N8 during top-
soil striping prior to the construction of the temporary realignment of the R614. Site A a Bronze Age 
/ Iron Age ring ditch was located to the west of the N8 and Site B an Early Bronze Age enclosure was 
located to the east in Ballybrowney Lower (figure 4). 

5.1.1 Early Bronze Age

Site B contained a slot trench, 8m long by 0.4m wide (Figure 9). It was recorded by description, photo-
graph and plan, covered in geotextile and soil. The slot trench extended beyond the area of the excava-
tion, to the west, into the main route of the N8 Rathcormac-Fermoy. It was excavated within the area 
of the main route by E. Cotter in 2003 under licence 03E1058 for ACS Ltd (figure 4). The enclosure, 
named Enclosure 3, was located on the eastern edge of the route of the N8, it comprised a slot trench 
(C705) with evidence of stone lining along the edges. The entire enclosure would have measured c. 
22m in diameter. The trench was up to 0.55m deep and it appears to have held upright planks.  A 
number of small postholes and stakeholes were excavated within the enclosure but these did not form 
any coherent pattern. A radiocarbon date was obtained from the slot trench cal BC 1700-1520 (Beta 
201050) (Cotter 2004, 40).

5.1.1.1 Site A

This area of the excavation measured 9m by 9m (plate 1). There was evidence for at least three phases 
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of Bronze Age / Iron Age activity associated with the earliest and circular ditch C.18, a Modern fourth 
phase is represented by a two ditches. The natural sub-soil was dark orange silty sand with pebbles C.2. 
The upper fills in the south-western side of the site had been truncated by machine stripping.

5.1.2 Phase 1 Bronze Age / Iron Age

A circular ditch C.18 formed the ring ditch. The ditch was 0.81-1m wide and enclosed an area c. 4.25m 
in diameter (figure 6 and 7, plates 1, 7 and 8). The south-western quadrant, had been truncated by a 
machine during topsoil stripping. The ditch was deepest (0.31m) and best preserved in the north. The 
land sloped slightly to the south, this had a bearing on the fills of the feature. In several areas there was 
evidence of silting and probable natural deposition of material in the base of the cut. Eight fills (C.4, 
C.16, C.17, C.24, C.25, C.26, C.30 and C.44) were recorded in the primary ditch cut C.18 (plate 
5). The majority of the fills were sandy clays. Flecks of charcoal in C.25 indicate that burning had 
occurred in the area when the ditch was open but there was no evidence that it had occurred insitu 
as is evident higher in the ditch. Fill C.30 was largest fill within the ditch and may have been delib-
erately back filled, it occurred throughout the length of the ditch. It had an orange hue in the north 
and gradually became greyer in the south. This is probably due to water logging at the lower side of 
the ditch. Two small deposits (C.16 and C.17) overlay C.30 in the NW portion of the ditch and C.4 
overlay C.30 in the southern portion of the ditch. 

5.1.3 Phase 2

A narrow slot (C.8/C.10) was cut into the fills on the inner edge of the ring ditch C.18. The slot 
(0.28-0.60m wide by 0.12-0.18m deep) was shallow and irregular in places (figure 6 and plate 4). The 
western area of the ditch was truncated during topsoil stripping therefore it is not possible to determine 
whether C8/C10 continued around the entire circumference of the ring-ditch. 12 fills were recorded 
in the slot (C.3, C.5/9, C.6, C.7, C.33, C.34, C.35, C.36, C.39, C.41, C.42 and C.43) but these fills 
can be separated into distinct phases within C.8/10. The five lowest fills (C.5/9, C.36, C.39, C.42 and 
43) were charcoal enriched. The charcoal rich material had burned in-situ with scorched earth evident 
in places especially along the sides of the cut (plate 3). Burnt bone was included in five fills (C.3, C.35, 
C.36, C.41, C.43). Only one sample from fill C.36 included human diagnostic bone fragments that 
were sufficiently well preserved for identification (Fibiger, Appendix 4) The fill also contained one sloe 
stone, which might have still been attached to twigs when it was burned, and two cleaver seeds (John-
ston, Appendix 3). C.3, C.7, C.41 and C.35 overlay the charcoal-enriched fills and sealed the slot from 
the final phase of burning (C.33). 

5.1.4 Phase 3

The upper fills (C.6 and C.33) of C.8/C.10 were located on the surface of the in filled slot. They were 
burned insitu. The largest of the fills C.33 was a rich charcoal layer and was found in the eastern area 
of C.8/C.10. Poorly preserved individual pieces of burnt oak wood (0.10-0.70m long by 0.10m wide) 
were visible on the surface of the fill (plate 2). They had been laid lengthways along the curve of the 
circle, therefore gave the impression that they had been deliberately laid as such and burned insitu. A 
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radiocarbon date of cal BC 349-43 (UB-6770) was returned from the charcoal. C.6 was a small char-
coal deposit located in the SW section of the slot. Above this final burning was a silt deposit C34, it 
had built up in places over C33 especially in the small hollows.

A small pit C.32 was recorded to the east of the ring ditch C.18. 

5.1.5 Phase 4 Modern Features

The ring ditch C.18 was truncated by a slightly curved ditch C.23 (figure 7 and plate 6). The ditch 
was orientated north-south and measured 8.2m in length. The northern terminal of the ditch C.23 
partially cut the northern portion of the ring ditch C.18 and C.8/C.10. The southern terminal of the 
ditch extended c. 2.5m beyond the ring ditch. On average it was 0.87m wide and was deepest (0.5m) in 
the north.  11 sandy silt and silt fills (C.12, C.13, C.14, C.15, C.19, C.20, C.21, C.22, C.27, C.28 and 
C.29) were recorded in the ditch. They varied in depth and some were confined to the edges as if they 
had slipped in from the eroding sides. It appears that it had silted up over time. One cereal grain and 
fragmentary remains of four unidentifiable grains were found in fill C.21 (Johnston, Appendix 3)

A portion of a shallow ditch C.37 (3m long by 0.55m wide by 0.17m deep) was recorded 1.5m to the 
southeast of the ring ditch. It was orientated east-west and extended beyond the area of the excavation 
to the east (figure 7). It terminated c. 0.70m to the east of the ditch C.23. A single silty clay fill C.38 
was recorded in the ditch. The ditch extended beyond the area of the excavation to the east into the 
main route of the N8 (figure 4). It was excavated within the area of the main route by E. Cotter in 
2003 under licence 03E1058 for ACS Ltd. The ditch C.37 is probably a continuation of the ditch C.73. 
C.73 cut a corn-drying kiln dated to cal. AD 630-780 (Beta 201043) (Cotter 2004, 40).

5.2 Stratigraphic Discussion
Three main phases of activity were identified at Ballybrowney. Firstly a ring-ditch (C.18) was excavated 
to form an enclosed area 4.25m in diameter. No entrance was recorded. Shallow deposits of silt with 
charcoal flecks were found at the base of the cut suggesting that when it was open burning had oc-
curred in the vicinity but not within the ditch cut. The ditch was then backfilled, possibly deliberately. 
The second phase of activity then occurred. A second narrower ditch or slot (C.8/10) was dug along 
and into the inner edge of the fills of the earlier ditch C.18. This suggests that it was excavated imme-
diately after the first was backfilled or at least before grass growth returned to mask the original ditch. 
The fills of the second cut (C.8/10) were charcoal rich and some included tiny fragments of cremated 
bone. Oxidised soil in places and especially along the sides of the cut (C.8/10) indicated that burn-
ing of the wood occurred insitu. A sloe stone, which might have still been attached to its twig when 
burned, and two cleaver seeds were found in one of these fills. Cleavers are common weeds and may 
have grown around the site at the time burning occurred in the ring-ditch (Johnston, appendix 3). Sev-
eral fills sealed this level of burning from the final upper phase of charcoal. The final phase of charcoal 
was mostly confined to the south-eastern quadrant. The poorly preserved remains of seven branches 
could be seen on the surface of the charcoal rich deposit. They had been roughly laid along the length 
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of the cut and were probably burned insitu. The upper fills of the ditches in the south-western quadrant 
of the site had been truncated by machine during topsoil stripping. It is therefore possible that charcoal 
could also have been in this area. Charred oak timbers were found underlying cremated bone at a bar-
row in Ferns, Co. Wexford. The excavator (Frank Ryan) suggests that the timber under one cremation 
was used as a stretcher for the cremated bone. The branches in Ballybrowney were burned after the 
ring-ditch was in filled. Their burning might signify the end of use of the ring-barrow in the Iron Age. 
No cremated bone was found in this deposit or above it.

6 Specialist reports

6.1 Radiocarbon results
An accelerator radiocarbon date was returned from the Radiocarbon Laboratory at Queens University 
Belfast. 

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

2 sigma
UB-6770 Charcoal 33 2115± 36 cal BC 349-43

6.2 Plant remains report
The plant remains were examined by P. Johnston (Appendix 3). Seventeen samples were scanned but 
only three of these contained the remains of charred plants; C21 (SS7), C36 (SS21) and C36 (SS22). 
All of the contexts that included these remains were from the fills (C. 21, C.36) of the ring-ditch (ex-
cavated as Site A). The plant material from C.36 included a sloe stone and cleavers; it is possible that 
the sloe stone was still attached to twigs on the wood that was burnt, and that common weeds such as 
cleavers were growing around the slot.  

6.3 Cremated bone report
The cremated bone was examined by L. Fibiger (Appendix 4). A total of eight samples were submitted 
for analysis, including between two and 61 fragments each and weighing from just under one gram up 
to three grams.  All remains were greyish-white in colour, suggesting that they had been thoroughly 
burned.  Only one sample included diagnostic bone fragments that were sufficiently well preserved for 
identification.  Present were what appeared to be human femoral diaphysis and patella fragments.  They 
probably belonged to an adult individual and had been retrieved from a slot-trench that had been cut 
into the inner edge of a ring-ditch.  This small token deposit only represents a fraction of what would 
be the expected bone weight of an adult cremation burial.  It indicates the presence of depositional 
practices that probably involved the differential deposition of the remains of one individual in different 
locations.  
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7 Discussion and Interpretation
Site A has been identified as a ring-ditch with an internal diameter of 4.25m. Cremated human bone 
was recorded in the fills of the ring ditch. It is likely to be associated with the large Bronze Age/Iron 
Age site on the route of the N8 to the north-east which was excavated by E. Cotter in 2003. The site 
included four enclosures, three circular houses and a medieval corn-drying kiln. The site was truncated 
by several levelled field boundaries, probably 18th in origin (Cotter 2004, 38).
Site B was a continuation of an Early Bronze Age enclosure partially excavated by E.Cotter in 2003. As 
it was not going to be disturbed it was not excavated but recorded, planned and covered.

8 Assessment of archaeology and significance
Ring-ditches belong to a broad classification of monuments known as barrows and can date from 
the Late Neolithic to the Early Iron Age (O’Kelly 1989). Barrows are generally round with slight, 
earthen mounds and a ditch and sometimes had an external bank. The term ring-ditch is used when 
no mound is evident. Since the mounds are generally low it is however possible that ploughing could 
have destroyed one at this site. Some of these monuments contain cremated remains either in pits in 
the interior with or without accompanying vessels while fragments of cremated bones are found in the 
ditches of others.

The diameters of ring-ditches/ring-barrows vary greatly some being as small as c.5m (Ferns, Co. Wex-
ford) and as large as 33.3m (Croom, Co. Limerick). Like the dimensions of these monuments the na-
ture of the cremated remains found also vary. Some ring-ditches/ring-barrows contain centrally placed 
human cremations with accompanying vessels (Urbalreagh, Co. Antrim), others contain cremated 
bone in the ditch fills (Barrow 2 at Mitchelstown). In some cases the cremated bone is so small that it 
cannot be identified to species. The small fragments of cremated bone that were found at Ballybrowney 
can be regarded as token burials. Cremation of the corpses took place elsewhere and presumably the 
rest of the remains were disposed of at another location/s. At this stage of barrow development the bar-
rows had become symbolic monuments associated with burial ritual (Daly and Grogan). Several other 
of these monuments have re-cut ditches for example Tullyallen 1, Co. Louth had 3 phases of ditch cuts 
and barrow 61 at Mitchelstown, Co. Limerick had 2 phases. 

9 Conclusion
The Iron Age ring ditch at Ballybrowney Lower adds another dimension to the major archaeological 
complex, which included a Bronze Age settlement site, consisting of four enclosures and three circular 
houses and a medieval corn-drying kiln, excavated by E. Cotter at Ballybrowney Lower. A ringfort 
(CO044-029) was located to the immediate west of the complex.   
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Figure 1:  Portion of discovery map showing route of N8 Rathcormac Fermoy.

11 Figures
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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 Ballybrowney excavation.
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Figure 4:  Portion of route of N8 Rathcormac Fermoy showing location of Area A, Area B and 
Ballybrowney Lower Bronze Age site 03E1058
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Figure 6: Mid-excavation plan of Area A.
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Figure 7:  Post excavation plan of Area A. 
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Plate 1: From north view of ring ditch pre-excavation.

Plate 2: View of wood in fill C.33.

12 Plates
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Plate 3: From north mid-excavation of C.8/10.

Plate 4: From south post-excavation of C.8/C.10
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Plate 5: From south view of C.18 with base deposit C.44 in Grid 2.

Plate 6: Section through ditch C.23.
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Plate 7: Profile of ring ditch C.18

Plate 8: From north view of ring ditch
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Context no. Context type Measurements Description Grid/quadrant

1 Topsoil
2 Natural sub-

soil
Dark, orange, firm, silty sand with occasional 
sub-angular and sub-rounded fine pebbles and 
sub-rounded medium pebbles and sub-angular 
small stones.

1, 2, 3, 4

3 Fill of C8 2.52x0.50-
0.60x0.10-0.15

Mid, purplish brown, loose, silty sand with oc-
casional, sub-angular medium and coarse peb-
bles and occasional flecks of charcoal. Over C5.

4

4 Fill of C18 2.38x0.85 Mid, orangish brown, loose, silty sand with oc-
casional rounded and sub-rounded fine pebbles 
and occasional sub-rounded medium pebbles 
and occasional charcoal flecks. Under C8 over 
C30.

3, 4

5 Fill of C8 2.14x0.44x0.16 Dark, greyish black, soft sandy silt and charcoal 
mix. Under C3 over C8. Insitu scorching at 
base. 

3, 4

6 Fill of C10 0.30x0.32x0.05 Dark, greyish black, soft, sandy silt with oc-
casional sub-angular fine pebbles and moderate 
flecks and small charcoal. Over C7.

1

7 Fill of C10 0.52x0.85x0.12 Mid, brownish grey, stiff sandy clay with 
moderate sub-agular fine pebbles and moderate 
sub-angular small stones. Under C6 over C9.

1

8 Cut of slot 1.60x0.44x0.16 In NW irregular, curved cut with sharp break 
of slop N, S and imperceptible W. Base irregu-
lar and concave Orientated NE-SW. In E sides 
steep and concave W and moderate concave E. 
Break of slope base gradual. Base irregular and 
flat. Fills C3, C5, C33, C34, C35, C36, C39, 
C41, C42, C43. Cuts C4. 

2, 3, 4

9 Fill of C10 0.60x1.02x0.20 Dark, brownish grey, stiff, sandy clay with 
moderate sub-angular medium and coarse peb-
bles and flecks and small charcoal. Under C7 
over C10.

1

10 Cut of slot 1.02x0.60x0.21 Linear cut with sharp break of slope top. Sides 
steep and smooth N, moderate smooth S, gentle 
smooth W, truncated E. Break of slope base 
N sharp, gradual S and Imperceptible W. Base 
concave. Orientated NW-SE. Filled with C9, 
C7 and C6. Same as C8 in G2-4.

1

11 Cancelled
12 Fill of ditch 

C23
8.20x0.85x0.14 Mid, orangish, purple, soft, silt with moderate, 

sub-angular coarse pebbles and occasional sub-
angular medium to large stones and occasional 
flecks and small charcoal. Under C14.

2, 4

13 Fill of ditch 
C23

1.30x0.87x0.22 Mid, brown, soft, sabdy silt with occasional 
angular and sub-angular fine pebbles and oc-
casional charcoal flecks and 3 large stones max. 
0.38 x0.23. Under C14.

4

14 Fill of ditch 
C23

0.84x0.18x0.11 Mid, brown, soft, sandy silt with occasional 
angular and sub-angular fine pebbles and 
moderate flecks and small charcoal. At S end of 
ditch.

4

13.2 Context Register
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Context no. Context type Measurements Description Grid/quadrant

15 Fill of ditch 
C23

4.30x0.60x0.05 Mid, bluish grey, soft, silt with occasional, sub-
angular fine and medium pebbles and charcoal 
flecks. Under C12.

2

16 Fill of trench 
C18

0.28x0.32x0.12 Mid, yellowish brown, soft, sandy clay with 
moderate angular stones. Under C10 over C17.

1

17 Fill of trench 
C18

1.21x0.56x0.09 Light, yellowish brown, soft, sandy clay with 
moderate sub-angular fine and medium peb-
bles. Over C30 under C16.

1

18 Cut of circular 
ditch

6.22x5.90x0.13-
0.31

Circular cut on average 1.00m in width with 
rounded corners and steep concave sides N, 
gentle irregular S, moderate irregular E and 
gentle irregular W. Break of slope base gradual. 
Base concave. Truncated by C23 and digger 
on S side. Fills C4, C16, C17, C24, C25, C26, 
C30 and C44.

1, 2, 3, 4

19 Fill of ditch 
C23

2.00x0.20x0.20 Light soft, sandy silt with occasional angular 
and sub-angular fine and medium pebbles.

4

20 Fill of ditch 
C23

1.90x0.68x0.01 Light, silvery grey, very soft, silty clay. Under 
C13 over C21.

4

21 Fill of ditch 
C23

0.68x0.64x0.03 Mid, yellowish grey, soft, sandy silt with occa-
sional angular fine-coarse pebbles and occa-
sional charcoal flecks. Under C20 over C22.

4

22 Fill of ditch 
C23

7.70x0.65x0.12 Light, grey, very soft, sandy silt with occasional 
angular fin and medium pebbles, occasional 
sub-angular medium stones and occasional 
charcoal flecks. Under C21 over C19.

4,2

23 Cut of ditch 8.20x0.87x0.50 Continues to the south. Linear cut with 
rounded corners at N terminal. Sharp break of 
slope top and bottom. Sides steep and smooth. 
Base sub-rectangular and flat. Orientation 
roughly N-S. Fills C12, C13, C14, C15, C19,  
C20, C21, C22, C27, C28 and C29, 

2, 4

24 Fill of C18 1.10x1.00x0.15 
and 
0.80x0.20x0.15 
and 
1.00x0.20x0.15 
and 
0.90x0.30x0.15

Mottled, light blueish grey, soft, sandy clay 
with occasional, sub-angular fine and medium 
pebbles. Under C25 over C26.

3, 1

25 Fill of C18 0.90x0.15x0.02 Dark, greyish brown, friable, sandy silt with 
frequent flecks and small charcoal. Under C30 
over C24.

3

26 Fill of C18 1.80x0.34 and 
1.09x0.20 and 
1.02x0.20

Mid, greyish brown, firm sandy clay with occa-
sional sub-angular medium pebbles and moder-
ate sub-angular coarse pebbles. Under C24.

3, 1

27 Fill of ditch 
C23

1.15x0.11x0.18 Mid, yellowish grey, soft, sandy silt with 
angular fine to coarse pebbles and occasional 
charcoal flecks. Under C15.

4

28 Fill of ditch 
C23

1.15x0.15x0.15 Possible same as C6 G1. Mid, yellowish grey, 
soft, sandy silt with occasional, angular fine-
coarse pebbles and charcoal flecks. Under C19.

4

29 Fill of ditch 
C23

4.60x0.80x0.22 Light, brownish grey, soft, sandy silt with mod-
erate angular fine pebbles and occasional angu-
lar medium pebbles and occasional sub-angular 
small and medium stones and occasional flecks 
of charcoal. Under C27 and over C20.

4
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Context no. Context type Measurements Description Grid/quadrant

30 Fill of C18 1.00 wide 0.15 
deep

In W, mid, orangish brown, friable, sandy silt 
with moderate sub-angular fine pebbles and 
occasional sub-angular coarse pebbles and occa-
sional charcoal flecks. Under C4 and C17. Over 
C25. In E Mid, brownish grey, friable silty sand 
with occasional sub-angular fine and medium 
pebbles and occasional flecks of charcoal. Was 
greyer in G 2 due to water retention.

1, 2, 3, 4

31 Fill of pit C32 0.04m deep Dark, pinkish brown, stiff, sandy clay with 
moderate sub-angular coarse pebbles and mod-
erate sub-angular small stones. Fill of C32.

1

32 Cut of pit  0.04m deep Sub-circular pit, gradual break of slope top and 
gentle smooth sides, imperceptible break of 
slope base. Base sub-circular and concave. Fill 
C31.

1

33 Fill of cut C8 2.60x0.50x0.03 Dark, greyish black, soft, silt and charcoal. 
Under C34 over C35.

2, 4

34 Fill of cut C8 0.03 max depth Mid, grey, soft silt with occasional charcoal 
flecks in patches. Over C33.

4

35 Fill of cut C8 2.50x0.60x0.11 Mid, orangish grey, silt with occasional sub-
abgular fine-coarse pebbles and small stones 
and flecks and small charcoal also occasional 
flecks and small burnt bone. Under C33 and 
over C41. 

2, 4

36 Fill of cut C8 4.00x0.65x0.07 Possibly same as C5 G3. Dark, bluish black, 
very soft, sandy silt with occasional angular 
fine-coarse pebbles and small stones and fre-
quent flecks and small charcoal and moderate 
medium charcoal and occasional large charcoal. 
Under C41 over C42.

2, 4

37 Cut of ditch 2.95x0.55x0.17 Linear cut with gradual break of slope top and 
gentle smooth side S, moderate irregular side 
N. Gradual break of slope base. Base sub-rect-
engular and flat. Orientated NW-SE. Con-
tinues into main route N8 to the SE. Western 
terminal- rounded with sharp break of slope top 
and vertical steep side S, gentle irregular N and 
steep irregular W. Gradual break of slope base 
N, S and Imperceptible N. Base sub-rectangu-
lar and concave. Fill C38.

2

38 Fill of ditch 
C37

2.95x0.55x0.17 Dark, brown, very soft, silty clay with occa-
sional, angular medium pebbles and moderate 
small charcoal.

2

39 Fill of cut C8 0.35x0.06x0.05 Light, brownish grey, soft, sandy silt with oc-
casional angular fine pebbles and occasional 
charcoal flecks. Under C35 over C36.

4

41 Fill of cut C8 Mid, greyish black, soft, sandy silt with occa-
sional angular fine-coarse pebbles and frequent 
flecks of charcoal and moderate small charcoal. 
Under C35 and over C36.

4

42 Fill of cut C8 0.68x0.35x0.14 Mid, greyish black, very soft, clayey silt with 
occasional sub-angular fine pebbles and oc-
casional rounded medium pebbles and frequent 
flecks-large charcoal. Under C36.

2

43 Fill of cut C8 1.00x0.20x0.10 Dark, reddish black, soft, sandy silt with oc-
casional angular fine and medium pebbles and 
frequent charcoal flecks and occasional small 
charcoal. Under C35.

4
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Context no. Context type Measurements Description Grid/quadrant

44 Fill of cut C18 2.00x0.30 and 
0.70x0.20 and 
0.50x0.18

Mid, grey, soft, sandy clay with moderate 
sub-rounded coarse pebbles and occasional 
large sub-angular stones and occasional small 
charcoal. Under C30.

2
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13.3 Appendix 3: Plant Remains Report by Penny Johnston

Charred plant remains from Ballybrowney, Co. Cork (05E0233)
By Penny Johnston

Introduction
This report details the analysis of charred seeds and plant remains from samples taken during ex-
cavation at Ballybrowney, Co. Cork. The site comprised a fully excavated ring-ditch at Site A and a 
slot-trench at Site B, but all the samples with plant remains were taken from the ring-ditch. The plant 
remains from the site included the remains of weeds, sloe fruit stones and indeterminate cereal grains, 
but they were present only in very small amounts. 

Methodology
The samples were collected on site as bulk soil and were processed using a simple flotation method. 
Each sample was saturated in water to allow carbonised plant material to float; this “flot” (the floating 
material) was then poured into a stack of geological sieves and trapped in the sieve meshes (the smallest 
measured 250µm). When all the carbonised material was collected the flot was then air-dried in pa-
per-lined drying trays prior to storage in airtight plastic bags. All the samples were initially scanned to 
identify the samples with most potential for analysis, the scanning results are listed in Table 1. Sorting 
and identification of material from the suitable the flots was carried out using a low-powered binocular 
microscope (magnification x10 to x40) and identified seeds were separated and stored in sealed glass 
phials. Nomenclature and taxonomic order follows Stace (1997), although in order to facilitate easy 
reading of this text the scientific names are included only in the table of identified seeds presented at 
the end of this report (Table 2).

Results
Seventeen samples were scanned but only three of these contained the remains of charred plants; C21 
(SS7), C36 (SS21) and C36 (SS22). All of the contexts that included these remains were from a ring-
ditch (excavated as Site A) and two came from Phase 2 (the two samples from C36) while the last 
sample came from Phase 4 (C21).

The earliest samples were taken from C36, the charcoal enriched fill of a narrow slot that cut the fills 
on the inner edge of the ring-ditch. There was evidence for burning in situ, with scorched earth visible 
along the lines of the slot cut. This suggests that the charred plant material from this context represents 
plants that were placed or growing in this area when the fire was alight. The plant material included a 
sloe stone and cleavers; it is possible that the sloe stone was still attached to twigs on the wood that was 
burnt, and that common weeds such as cleavers were growing around the slot.  

The sample from Phase 4 was taken from the fill of a linear ditch that truncated the ring-ditch. The 
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plant remains were poorly preserved and consisted of one cereal grain that could not be identified to 
type and several fragmentary remains of unidentifiable grains. The indeterminate nature of the assem-
blage and the tiny quantity of the remains means that further discussion is pointless.

Non-Technical Summary
This report examined the plant remains taken from a ring-ditch excavated at Ballybrowney, Co. Cork. 
The plant remains assemblage was tiny and in terms of plant remains studies the results are insignifi-
cant. Some material charred in situ in a slot trench indicates that cleavers probably grew around the 
site at the time of the fire.

References
Stace, C. A. 1997 New Flora of the British Isles (2nd edition) Cambridge, Cambridge University Press.

Table 1: Scanned Soil samples from Ballybrowney, Co. Cork (05E0233)

Context S.S. No. Fraction Scanned Cereals Weeds Charcoal
5 ? 100% Present
5 6 100% Present
6 2 100% Present
7 4 100% Present
9 5 100% Present
21 7 100% Present Present
26 8 100% Present
33 9 100% Present
33 10 100% Present
33 11 100% Present
33 12 100% Present
33 13 100% Present
33 14 100% Present
33 15 100% Present
36 21 100% Present Present
36 22 100% Present Present
42 20 100% Present

Table 2: Identified Plant Remains from Ballybrowney, Co. Cork (05E0233)

Context 21 36 36
Sample 7 21 22
Sloe stones (Prunus spinosa)   1
Cleavers (Galium aparine)  1 2
Indeterminate cereal grains (Ceralia) 1   
Fragments of indeterminate cereal grains (Ceralia) 4   
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A Short Note on the Cremated Skeletal Remains from Ballybrowney, Fermoy, Co. Cork - 
(05E0233)

By: Linda Fibiger BA (Hons) MSc MIAI

November 2005

A total of eight samples were submitted for analysis, including between two and 61 fragments each 
and weighing from just under one gram up to three grams.  All remains were greyish-white in colour, 
suggesting that they had been thoroughly burned.  

Only one sample included diagnostic bone fragments that were sufficiently well preserved for identifi-
cation.  Present were what appeared to be human femoral diaphysis and patella fragments.  They prob-
ably belonged to an adult individual and had been retrieved from a slot-trench that had been cut into 
the inner edge of a ring-ditch.  This small token deposit only represents a fraction of what would be 
the expected bone weight of an adult cremation burial (between 2,000 and 3,500 g; McKinley 2000).  
It indicates the presence of depositional practices that probably involved the differential deposition of 
the remains of one individual in different locations.  

References
McKinley, J.I. 2000. The analysis of cremated bone. In M. Cox & S. Mays (eds.) Human osteology in 
archaeology and forensic science: 403-421. London: Greenwich Medical Media. 
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C3
Number of fragments: 61
Weight: 2 g
Size: 0.1-2.3 cm
Colour: Greyish-White
Identification: Includes cortical bone 

C35 - Sample 17
Number of fragments: 44 
Weight: 2 g
Size: 0.1-1.4 cm
Colour: Greyish-White
Identification: Includes cortical bone 

C35 - Sample 18
Number of fragments: 4
Weight: < 1 g
Size: 0.3-1.1 cm
Colour: Greyish-White
Identification: Includes cortical bone 

C35 - Sample 19  
Number of fragments: 2 
Weight: < 1 g
Size: 0.2-0.6 cm
Colour: Greyish-White
Identification: Cortical bone 

C36 - Sample 24
Number of fragments: 12
Weight: 3 g
Size: 0.2-1.6 cm
Colour: Greyish-White
Identification: Mostly cortical bone. Includes human bone fragments (possible femoral diaphysis and 
patella fragment).
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C41 - Sample 16
Number of fragments: 19 
Weight: < 1 g
Size: 0.2-1.4 cm
Colour: Greyish-White
Identification: Includes cortical bone 

C43 - Sample 23
Number of fragments: 5 
Weight: < 1 g
Size: 0.2-1.1 cm
Colour: Greyish-White
Identification: Includes cortical bone 

No Context/Sample Number
Number of fragments: 3 
Weight: < 1 g
Size: 0.1-0.3 cm
Colour: Greyish-White
Identification: Cortical bone
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13.5 Appendix 5: Summary account of site archive

Ballybrowney 05E0233

Type Description Quantity
Contexts 44

Plans 1:100 plan 
 1:50 plan  
1:20 plan  

Sections 1:20 sections and profiles

Matrices 1
Photographs 238
Registers Context 1

Photograph 1
Drawing 1
Finds 1
Samples 1

13.6 Appendix 6: Dissemination Strategy

Ballybrowney 05E0233
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. 

13.7 Appendix 7: Programme Schedule Dates & Deliveries

Ballybrowney 00E0233

Phase 1 Monitoring September 2004
Phase 2 resolution Duration of excavation 28th Feb - 11th Mar 2005
Phase 3 post-excavation
Interim Excavation Report Report submitted to Cork County Council December 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
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