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Summary
The excavation of a large burnt mound at Ballyglass West revealed a number of archaeological features. The mound itself contained up to 16 different deposits consisting of
varying amounts of stone, burnt stone and charcoal-rich black silty clay. Eight potential
troughs were identified below the burnt mound deposits one of which appeared to be
stone lined, and others had internal and external stakeholes. Five pits of varying size
and shape were also excavated. A natural spring towards the centre of the burnt mound
material was used and adapted as a well in the modern period comprising an encircling
drystone wall and entrance steps. A single chert flake from the early prehistoric period
was recovered from a layer in the burnt mound. Other more recent finds, associated with
the well, such as copper alloy pins and a button, clay pipes and ceramic pottery fragments
were also uncovered. A small assemblage of animal bone was recovered during the excavation. The analysis of the plant remains revealed that Ballyglass West is among the few
burnt mound sites that have yielded cereal remains, albeit in very small amounts. The
four radiocarbon dates acquired for the site revealed dates ranging from the Early Bronze
Age to the Middle Bronze Age.
Townland
Parish
Barony
County
Ministerial Order Number
E Number
OS Map Sheet
National Grid Reference
Elevation
Site Type

Ballyglass West
Ardrahan
Dunkellin
Galway
A045
E3870
GA113
144536/209608
29m O.D.
Burnt mound

Table 1:  Site Location Details
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1

http://eachtra.ie/index.php/journal/e3870-ballyglass-west-co-galway/

Introduction

This report constitutes the final excavation report of a large burnt mound and modern
well in the townland of Ballyglass West, Co. Galway (Fig 1). The site was excavated as
part of the archaeological excavation programme in advance of construction for the N18
Gort to Oranmore road scheme. The site was discovered during Phase 1 archaeological
testing of the new route under Ministerial Directions A045 (E3723).

2

Background to the scheme

The N18 Oranmore to Gort (Glenbrack to Rathmorrissey) national road scheme was
approved by An Bórd Pleanála on 7 June 2007. The development will consist of approximately 27 km of dual carriageway, and all associated works. The area of archaeological
investigations lies within the footprint of the proposed scheme as defined by the Compulsory Purchase Order (CPO) published by Galway County Council on 1 August 2006.
Eachtra Archaeological Projects was commissioned by Galway County Council and the
National Roads Authority to undertake Phase 1 archaeological testing and Phase 2 excavation of sites directly affected by the proposed development.

3

Topography, geology and hydrology

The underlying geology in the surrounding area is Carboniferous limestone of the Burren and Tubber formations bordered by Namurian shales and sandstones to the west, in
Co. Clare, and Devonian old red sandstone to the east, in the Slieve Aughty uplands.
Glacial till overlies the bedrock to varying depths (0–5 m) and the soils derived from
the till are generally deep, well-drained brown earths. The topsoils are characteristically
deep and dry and, enriched by the limestone parent material, support moderately good
grass pastures. There are boulder fields and expanses of bedrock exposure typical of karst
limestone country. The site was located on an orange gravelly boulder clay, which covered
limestone bedrock. The overlying grey-brown podzolics and shallow brown earths are
well-drained and support pastureland.
Although a degree of soil variability higher than expected has been recorded on the
landscape near the burnt mound examined, Ballyglass West lies on an area of relative low
soil variability (Fig 6). Within a radius of 500 m around the site the prevalent soil is the
basic deep well drained mineral soil, with just 15% of shallow well drained soil.
Turloughs and swallow holes are features of areas with underlying limestone bedrock,
produces sometimes perplexing drainage systems. The first edition Ordnance Survey (Fig
3) appears to show three separate small lakes or pools of water within the townland, none
of which is named. A well is marked and annotated on the 25 inch Ordnance Survey map
(Fig 4) and is illustrated on the second edition Ordnance Survey six inch map (Fig 5). The
burnt mound is located at the break in slope of a south facing hill. The Ordnance Survey

1
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Figure 1: Ordnance Survey Discovery Series map showing the route of the new N18 Oranmore to Gort road and
the location of all the excavation sites. The excavation site at Ballyglass West is highlighted.
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Figure 2: A distribution map showing the location of prehistoric sites in the area surrounding Ballyglass West  
(based on the RMP/SMR map GA113–12 data-set overlaid on Ordnance Survey Discovery Series mapping).
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Figure 3: The route of the new N18 Oranmore to Gort road overlaid on the first edition Ordnance Survey map (Sheet
GA113). 
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Figure 4: The route of the new N18 Oranmore to Gort road overlaid on the 25-inch Ordnance Survey map (Sheet
GA113–12).
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maps reveal that this location was on the boundary between good open pasture land on
the hill and lower lying rougher stonier ground to the south. All the fields have since been
reclaimed and worked and can be described today as good pasture land.

4

Archaeological and historical background

The townland name Ballyglass West is a direct translation of the Irish An Baile Glas Thiar.
According to MacCotter (2008, 23, 24, 53, 54)) the Irish word baile relates to a medieval
landholding unit, known as the baile biatach in Ulster and Connacht and baile in Meath
and Munster. The most common anglicised form of baile is Bally. The original association between a kingroup and the landholding unit known as the baile persisted longer in
Connacht than in the other areas due to the weaker Anglo-Norman penetration of that
province. The second element of the Irish name, glas, can signify a small stream or rivulet
(Power, Vol 1, 456), a lock or fetter (Power, Vol 1, 281) or even the colour green (Power.
Vol 1, 45). Ballyglass East is 6 km north-east of Ballyglass West and that townland is
bounded by a stream. It is possible both Ballyglass East and West were part of one medieval estate, but separated landholdings, at some stage.
There seems to have been an expansion of settlement from hill slopes and uplands
into lower lying areas during the Bronze Age. There also seems to have been a trend away
from communal funerary monuments to individual burial monument with associated
grave goods. This would explain the relatively high concentration of barrows in lowland
east Galway.
Barrows are burial monuments of the Bronze Age and Iron Age, which usually consist
of a circular central area, which may be flat or slightly dished (a ring ditch), or domed
(a ring barrow), and which is enclosed by a ditch and occasionally by an external bank).
Bronze Age burials that have been excavated, either in recent times or during the last
century, include some found in cists, pits lined with stone flags, and some in simple pits,
some of which were accompanied by pottery or other grave goods. These can be placed in
tumuli, cairns or barrows, but can also be set within ‘natural’ monuments, such as sand
ridges, or can appear in so-called flat cemeteries, with no above ground marker at all.
These trends are also reflected in south Galway where stray finds of Bronze Age objects have been found in Toberbrackan and Lavally and a Bronze Age cist and ‘food vessel
urn’ was found in Moyveela (O’Sullivan 2006).
There are no known house sites or settlements of the period in the area, but there are
numerous examples of burnt mounds or fulachta fiadh. These mounds of burnt and shattered stone were the by-products of a favoured technique of immersing heated stones in
pits filled with water, to boil it. Recorded examples occur on or near the proposed road
scheme in Rathmorrissey, Toberroe and Caherweelder (GA103:083) and the present programme of excavation in advance of construction on the N18 Oranmore to Gort road
scheme has added further to the numbers of know burnt mound sites in the area.

6

Ballyglass West-E3870

http://eachtra.ie/index.php/journal/e3870-ballyglass-west-co-galway/

209000

209000

210000

145000

210000

144000

Ballyglass
West

144000

EARTHWORK

CASTLE - TOWER HOUSE

RINGFORT

ENCLOSURE

145000

CHILDREN'S BURIAL GROUND
CPO LINE

EXCAVATION AREA

0

0.25
Kilometres

0.5

¢

Figure 5: The route of the new N18 Oranmore to Gort road overlaid on the RMP/SMR map GA113 which is based on
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The distribution map of recorded prehistoric monuments close to the road scheme
reveals two concentrations of ring barrows with seemingly corresponding concentrations
of burnt mounds in close proximity. There is a concentration of ring barrows around the
townland of Derrydonnell North (Fig 5) and a concentration of burnt mounds to the east
of this located to the south and south-west of Atherny. There is also a concentration of
ring barrows located to the south of Craughwell (Fig 5). This is known as the Dunkellin
barrow group and has been studied by McCaffrey (1955). The Caherweelder burnt mound
group is located just to the west of this barrow concentration and the burnt mound at
Ballyglass west lies to the south-west of this barrow group. The significance of these geographical relationships will be explored later.
Given that modern and prehistoric remains were found at the well it is presumed that
there has always been a spring or well at this location in Ballyglass West. The spring was
utilized as a water source for the Bronze Age burnt mound and was subsequently remodeled with a stone wall and steps in the nineteenth century.
There are no buildings on the mid-19th century first edition Ordnance Survey map
in the immediate vicinity of the well. One small farmstead is visible 220 m to the southeast, consisting of three buildings on a small enclosed plot of land. The 25-inch Ordnance
Survey map (surveyed 1893) shows a second farmyard consisting of approximately three
buildings and a sheepfold has been built behind the first farmstead, closer to the well.
A path is shown clearly connecting this small settlement with the well which is also annotated on the1890s map. Perhaps the second farmstead was built by relatives of the first.
The line of the path is evident on the first edition Ordnance Survey map as a field boundary which may indicate the well was also in use at that time. Presumably the remodeling
of the well dates to the period of construction of the second farmyard and associated
buildings to the south-east.

5

Site description

The site is located in Ballyglass West townland in the Barony of Dunkellin, Co. Galway,
at NGR 144536/209609 and 25 m OD. The burnt mound was located at the southern
end of a well-drained rectangular field of grazed pasture, bounded on the north, east and
west sides by stone walls and by low scrub to the south. The field slopes gently from north
to south and the burnt mound was located on the south-facing aspect of the field where
it sloped into a low-lying depression. The excavation area is located just to the north of a
tertiary road running west from the village of Labane.
The first edition Ordnance Survey map of the area reveals that an east/west running
field boundary joins a north/south field boundary at a point within the excavation area
(Fig 3). The conjoined ringforts to the north-west of the site are also clearly illustrated.
The 25-inch Ordnance Survey map illustrates and annotates the presence of a well at the
point where the two field boundaries joined (Fig 4). A new field layout has been imposed
since the first edition map was drawn and the east/west field boundary has been replaced
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by a footpath which follows the line of the old boundary. A footpath is also shown running south along the line of the old north/south field boundary and veering east towards
a farmyard which is still present. This portion of the footpath is now used as a farm
trackway which now terminates at the modern field boundary located to the south of the
excavation area. Presumably the well served the small settlement which was built 100 m
to the west in the second half of the 19th century. This settlement consisted of a lane

6

Methodology

An area measuring 1800 sq m was stripped of topsoil by machine under supervision to
reveal the extent of the archaeological deposits. The site was then subjected to an intensive
surface clean. The mound was divided into four quadrants by baulks running approximately east to west and north to south. The burnt mound was fully excavated by hand
and recorded using the single-context recording system with plans and sections being
produced at a scale of 1:20 or 1:10 as appropriate. A complete photographic record was
maintained throughout the excavation.
The soil samples taken during the excavation were sieved and the resultant flots were
examined by Mary Dillon for plant remains and charcoal analysis. Four charcoal samples
were sent for radiocarbon dating to Queen’s University in Belfast. The animal bone was
examined by Margaret McCarthy. A chert flake was examined by Dr Farina Sternke. A
soil micro-morphology sample from a possible buried topsoil was examined by Dr Stephen Lancaster.
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Results of excavation

The large burnt mound measured 18.5 m north-south by 48.5m east-west and had a maximum height of 1.5 m. Sixteen different burnt mound layers were identified containing
varying degrees of stone, burnt stone and charcoal-rich clay. The mound was disturbed,
probably in the 19th century, by the remodelling of the spring into a well. The upper deposits contained the remains of stone wall field boundaries which had subsequently been
levelled during 20th century land improvement and field consolidation works. The burnt
mound deposits covered the remains of a series of troughs and pits of varying size and
shape and two troughs were located to the immediate of the mound. One trough contained stone lining and two others had internal and external stakeholes, suggesting that
they were lined by wood or hides. The topsoil (C.1) across the site was brown silty clay
and had a maximum depth of 0.15 m. A light brown clay (C.3) occurred intermittently
below the mound deposits may represent the remains of the original topsoil. The natural
subsoil (C.2) which occurred across the excavation area was compact yellow/orange clay.
Mound area (m)
18.5 x 48.5 x 1.5

Trough/Pit
Trough C.15
Trough C.17
Trough C.19
Trough C.41
Trough C.85
Trough C.122
Trough C.130
Trough C.193
Pit C.24
Pit C.86
Pit C.142
Pit C.168
Pit C.172

Shape
Circular
Irregular
Irregular
Irregular
oval/circular
Oval
sub-circular
Rectangular
Circular
sub-circular
sub-circular
Oval
sub-circular

Dimensions (m)
1.44 x 1.44 x 0.29
1.5 x 1.12 x 0.26
2.2 x 1.85 x 0.5
2.4 x 1.7 x 0.5
2.75 x 1.95 x 0.7
2 x 1.44 x 0.35
2.2 x 1.46 x 0.4
2.65 x 1.66 x 0.4
0.5 x 0.5 x 0.2
0.9 x 0.6 x 0.16
1.3 x 0.97 x 0.15
2 x 1.73 x 0.3
1.96 x 0.8 x 0.32

Volume (m3)
1.85
0.43
2.03
2.04
3.75
1
1.28
1.75
0.05
0.08
0.18
1.03
0.5

Table 2: Dimensions of mound, troughs and pits at Ballyglass West

7.1 Early trough and possible prehistoric topsoil
A possible early trough (C.17) with associated external stakeholes was sealed by a layer
which may be interpreted as a buried topsoil (C.3). The irregularly-shaped trough (C.17)
measured 1.5 x 1.12 m, was 0.26 m deep and had a maximum capacity of 0.43 m3 (430
litres). It was orientated north-west to south-east and contained a single fill of greyish
brown silty clay with inclusions of charcoal and heat-shattered stone (C.18) ie standard
burnt mound material. Thirteen external stake-holes and their associated fills were cut
into the surrounding natural subsoil (C.2) and were located to the north-east, east and
south-east of the pit. The stakeholes were also sealed by the possible buried topsoil (C.3).
At least seven of the stakeholes (C.22, C.20, C.72, C.66, C.135, C.189, and C.173) may
have formed a structure, 2.5–3 m in diameter, which encircled the pit. The structure may
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Plate 1: Looking south across the burnt mound site during excavation.

Plate 2: Looking south across the two central (C.17 and C.19) inter-cutting troughs with internal and
external stakeholes
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be contemporary with the trough C.17 or may have formed a shelter associated with the
use of the trough C.19.
If the overlying C.3 was not a topsoil but had a different provenance, the remnants of
an eroded clay-built structure, for example, then it may permit a more complex interpretation for the physically interconnected pits C.17, C.18, C.133.

7.2 Troughs
A possible early trough (C.17) with associated external stakeholes was sealed by a layer
which has been interpreted as a buried topsoil (C.3). The irregularly-shaped trough (C.17)
measured 1.5 x 1.12 m, was 0.26 m deep and had a maximum capacity of 0.43 m3 (430
litres). It was orientated north-west to south-east and contained a single fill of greyish
brown silty clay with inclusions of charcoal and heat-shattered stone (C.18). Thirteen external stake-holes and their associated fills were cut into the surrounding natural subsoil
(C.2) and were located to the north-east, east and south-east of the pit. The stakeholes
were also sealed by the possible buried topsoil (C.3). At least seven of the stakeholes (C.22,
C.20, C.72, C.66, C.135, C.189, and C.173) may have formed a structure, 2.5–3 m in diameter, which encircled the pit. The structure may be contemporary with the trough C.17
or may have formed a shelter associated with the use of the trough C.19.
The eastern side of the trough (C.17) was connected to a larger irregularly-shaped
trough (C.19) which was orientated north-west to south-east (Plate 2). The trough measured 2.2 m x 1.85 m was 0.5 m deep and had a maximum capacity of 2.03 cubic metres
(2030 litres). The trough was filled with a black silty clay (C.192) with frequent inclusions of charcoal and heat-shattered stones, which was very similar in composition to the
overlying burnt mound material (C.6). A layer of light orange silty clay (C.78) was identified surrounding the pit to the east and south-east. This deposit is likely to have been
up-cast subsoil from the initial digging of the trough. Sixteen stake-holes surrounding
the pit were identified by their charcoal rich silty clay fills. The stakeholes were all driven
through the up-cast material (C.78). The majority were clustered on the southern edge of
the trough and four were located on the ridge between the trough and trough C.17. The
stakeholes may have acted to support drying racks, hanging racks or other lightweight
structures associated with the use of the trough and possible ancillary activities. They
may have supported structures which sat in both troughs. Fifteen stakeholes, some which
were quite large, were found in the trough. All of the stakeholes were located close to the
break-in-slope at the bottom of the trough sides and contained dark brown silty clay fills.
The internal stakeholes may have been used to hold in place a plank or wattle lining.
The trough was cut on its western side by a shallow linear trench (C.133), which measured 3.6 m in length and was 0.58 m wide and 0.3 m deep (Plate 3). The linear trench
was orientated north-west to south-east and had a single fill of dark brown clayey silt
(C.137) with inclusions of charcoal and small sub-rounded stones. It is possible that the
troughs C.17 and C.19, the structure encircling trough C.17 and the linear feature C.133
operated in conjunction with each other. Perhaps the two troughs and the linear feature
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Plate 3: Looking east along the shallow linear trench (C.133) which cut the fill of the later central irregular trough (C.19).

were, functionally related, interconnecting features. A problematic element in this latter hypothesis is the interpretation of layer C.3 which is interpreted as a possible topsoil.
Micromorpholical analysis of C.3 indicates that it is probably derived from a calcareous
till but also had inclusions from non-calcareous sediments. The nearest non-calacareous
sediments are the lacustrine clays (fig 6).
A small, steep-sided, shallow circular pit (C.24) measuring 0.5 m in diameter and 0.2
m in depth,was located just to the north-east of the main trough. The basal fill was mid
brownish grey silt with inclusions of small stones (C.63) and the upper fill was black silty
clay (C.44). The pit was covered by one of the main mound deposits (C.6). A shallow subcircular pit (C.86) with irregular sides and a concave base measuring 0.9 m x 0.6 m and
0.16 m in depth was identified to the south of the main trough (C.19). It was orientated
north-east to south-west, had a single fill of soft greyish brown clay silt with inclusions
of charcoal and heat-shattered stones (C.110), and was sealed by one of the main mound
layers (C.6). The two pits to the north and south of the main trough were possibly associated with the processes in use at the trough. They may have been used as storage pits or
possibly acted to support associated structures.
To the east of the modern well a sub-rectangular shaped trough (C.41), orientated
east-west and measuring 2.4 m x 1.7 m was 0.5 m in depth, was cut into the natural
subsoil (C.2) (Plate 4). The trough had a maximum capacity of 2.04 m3 (2040 litres). The
trough contained a single fill of dark grey brown stony silt with frequent inclusions of
charcoal and heat-shattered stones (C.45). A fragment of hazel charcoal from the fill re-
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Plate 4: Looking south across the western trough (C.41). Note the stakeholes on the on the southern
edge of the trough and the upcast mound (C.47) on the northern edge.

turned a radiocarbon date in the Middle Bronze Age. The interior of the trough contained
five stakeholes all located at the break-in-slope at the base of the pit along the east, west,
north and south sides and recognised by the dark, greyish black, silty clay charcoal-rich
fills. The internal stakeholes may have been used to hold in place a plank or wattle lining.
A group of six external stakeholes was located on the south-west edge of the trough.
These were distinguished by their charcoal-rich fills. An isolated external stakehole
(C.109) was also recognised by a similar grey black charcoal rich silty clay fill (C.116) on
the north-eastern edge of the pit. The external stakeholes surrounding the trough represent lightweight structures associated with the use of the trough and possible ancillary
activities.
A shallow deposit of orange sandy clay (C.47), measuring 2.5 m x 1.9 m and with a
depth of 0.1 m, was recognised on the northern edge of the pit and is likely to have been
up-cast subsoil from the initial digging of the trough.
A sub-rectangular trough (C.193), located to the west of the modern well, measured
2.65 m x 1.66 m was 0.4 m deep (Plate 5) and had a maximum capacity of 1.75 m3 (1750
litres). The trough was orientated north-west/south-east and was sealed by one of the
main burnt mound deposits (C.87). The base of the pit sloped to the south-east and had
well defined edges with limestone bedrock forming the base along its south-eastern side.
The basal fill was a dark sandy silt with occasional inclusions of heat-shattered stones
and charcoal (C.200), the remnants of a primary boiling layer. The basal fill was sealed
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Plate 5: Looking north-west at the trough (C.193) located to the west of the central well.

by light orange charcoal-flecked clay with occasional inclusions of heat-shattered stones
(C.199). The main fill of the trough was greyish brown clay silt with charcoal and heatshattered stone inclusions (C.197). A small lens of light brownish orange clay (C.198) was
evident in the north-west section of the main fill (C.197) and two individual adult male
pig teeth were recovered from this. Overlying the main fill (C.197) was a layer of dark
brownish black silty clay with inclusions of charcoal and heat-shattered stone (C.196).
The upper fill was a similar deposit of mid brownish black silty clay with inclusions of
heat-shattered stone and charcoal (C.194). The fills (C.200, C.199, C.197, C.198, C.196
and C.194) may represent the filling up of an open trough with the surrounding mound
material over a period of time.
A partial stone-lined trough (C.85) was identified below the mound (C.87) at its western limits (Plate 6). The trough was roughly oval shaped and measured 2.75 m x 1.95 m
was up to 0.7 m deep and had a maximum capacity of 3.75 m3 (3750 litres). The trough
was cut into the natural subsoil (C.2) and initially lined with a clay deposit (C.121), into
which was set a stone lining (C.84) which was in turn sealed or covered by another clay
layer (C.82). The stone and clay lining would have aided the water retention capabilities
of the trough. There was evidence of a partial wood-lining on the north-east side, where
a thin linear layer of charcoal (C.117) was visible over the clay lining (C.82): this suggests
that split planks may have been used on this side and were subsequently burnt in-situ.
Two ashy layers (C.83 and C.81) were evident on the base and sides of the trough. One
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Plate 6: Looking west at the stone-lined trough (C.85) during excavation.

of these ashy layers (C.81) returned a radiocarbon date from the Middle Bronze Age. The
main fill of the trough (C.80) may represent a deliberate backfill of the trough or else
the last use of the trough which was not cleaned out. The trough had been covered by a
thin black silt layer with frequent charcoal inclusions (C.79). This was probably a result of
inwash from the surrounding mound material (C.87), before it subsequently slumped to
seal the trough. Two post-holes were recorded on the south-east side (C.100 and C.102)
and the post in one of these (C.102) was evidently used to prop the south-east side stone
in position.
A circular trough (C.15) measuring 1.44 m in diameter and 0.29 m in depth was cut
into the subsoil (C.2) and was located to the east of the mound deposits below a layer of
heat shattered stone (C.48). It had steep sides and a concave base. The trough contained
a single fill of mid grey silty clay with inclusions of heat-shattered stones and charcoal
(C.46). A deposit of orange sandy clay (C.14) was identified just to the north-west of the
pit and probably represents the up-cast from the primary digging of this trough.
Two troughs (C.122 and C.130) were identified towards the base of a south-facing
slope to the north of the burnt mound deposits. The troughs were sealed by a brown silt
layer (C.5). The sub-circular trough (C.130) was orientated north-west to south-east and
measured 2.2 m x 1.46 m and was 0.4 m deep. The trough had gradually sloping sides
and a concave base. It had a single fill of mid-yellowish grey silty clay (C.131). An oval
trough (C.122), which measured 2 m x 1.44 m and was 0.35 m deep cut the western side
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Plate 7: Looking north-east across the shallow pit (C.142) located to the south of the central well.

Plate 8: Looking west at the east facing section of the north south baulk with the central well in the
foreground.
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of the sub circular trough (C.130). It was orientated north-west to south-east and also had
a concave base. The basal fill of the second trough was mid brownish grey silty clay with
inclusions of charcoal flecks (C.125). This lay under a layer of mid orangish grey silty clay
with inclusions of charcoal (C.124). The main fill of the pit was yellowish grey silty clay
with inclusions of charcoal and heat-shattered stones (C.123).

7.3 Pits
Five pits were identified which have not been interpreted as troughs due to their size and
shape. They may however have played some role in the pyrolithic processes in action during the formation of the mound deposits or have been used in related processes. All of the
pits were located below the burnt mound deposits
A sub-circular pit (C.172) measuring 1.96 m x 0.8 m and 0.32 m in depth was located
below a mid greyish brown clayey silt with frequent inclusions of charcoal and heat-shattered stones (C.11) which was one of the main burnt mound deposits. The pit (C.172) was
orientated north-east to south-west and was cut into a deposit of possible buried topsoil
(C.3). The basal fill was mid yellowish grey clayey silt (C.13), which was overlain by a layer
of re-deposited natural subsoil (C.12). The upper fill was brownish grey silty clay with
charcoal and heat-shattered stone inclusions (C.201).
A small sub-circular pit (C.142), orientated north-west to south-east, was identified
below one of the main mound deposits (C.11) towards the centre of the site (Plate 7). The
pit measured 1.3 m x 0.97 m and was 0.15 m deep. It had steep vertical sides and an irregular concave base. The basal fill was mid greyish brown, stony silt with inclusions of
charcoal and heat-shattered stones (C.175). The upper fill was black silty clay with inclusions of charcoal and heat-shattered stones (C.134).
An oval pit (C.168) was located to the west of the central well and measured 2 m x
1.73 m and was 0.3 m deep. It was cut into a deposit of possible buried topsoil and was
covered by one of the lower layers of burnt mound deposits (C.186). It was orientated
north-east/south-west and had a single fill of grey brown silty clay with occasional inclusions of heat-shattered stones and charcoal (C.169).

7.4 Mound
The irregularly-shaped mound consisted of sixteen layers in total, of varying consistency
and colour, which varied across its full extent of the mound. A lens of grey ash (C.178)
within the mound returned a radiocarbon date from the Early Bronze Age. The mound
measured 18.5 m north-south and extended beyond the line of the CPO to the east and
west which gave it an excavated east-west length of 48.5 m. The mound had a maximum
height of 1.5 m
The upper layers of the mound across the excavated area consisted of a black charcoalenriched silty clay with frequent inclusions of heat-shattered angular limestone and very
occasional red sandstone (C.6 and C.87). A possible pit/ditch (C.184) cut into one of the
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Plate 9: Looking south-west across the central well during excavation.

Plate 10: Looking north across the central well area during excavation.

upper burnt mound deposits (C.87) and was only recorded in section. It had a basal fill of
dark greyish black clayey silt with charcoal and heat-shattered stones (C.181). This basal
fill returned a radio-carbon date from the early Bronze Age. The upper fill was mid greyish yellow silty clay with charcoal and heat-shattered stones (C.180).
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Plate 11: Looking north-west at the later steps and dry-stone wall surrounding the central well.

The mound resulted from the intermixing of deposits associated with the roasting
of stones and repeated clearing out of heat shattered stone from the troughs and debris
related to the fires used to heat the stones. There was also evidence for stockpiles of unshattered stone.

7.5 Well
A natural spring at the base of a south-facing slope has been utilised as a well when a
large, almost triangular-shaped pit, has been cut through the upper levels of the mound
material and the subsoil. Two separate phases of stone lining were present; the later phase
only utilising half the space of the original cut and with the lower levels being quite well
preserved. The upper levels across the site however have been heavily disturbed by bulldozing and the levelling of a field boundary wall.
The first phase of stone lining was badly disturbed by the later phases. It survived
solely on the south western side of the well cut (Plate 12).
The later well (C.8) with the surviving steps and enclosing wall had been in use in
the 1960s where it served as the main water source for a number of surrounding houses
(Plates 9, 10 and 11). The well was subsequently, backfilled with the large boulders (C.4)
from a levelled stone field boundary wall. The area was machine levelled and the disturbed area was sealed by a layer of silt (C.5) and some redeposited natural subsoil (C.9).
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Plate 12: Looking north across the central well area. Note the stones in the foreground which may have
formed an earlier stone lining.

8

Charred plant remains

The sieved flots from 40 of the Ballyglass West samples were examined by Mary Dillon. A
sample from the fill (C.169) of an oval pit (C.168) located to the west of the modern well
contained three indeterminate seeds from the knotweed family and one indeterminate
weed seed. Knotweed-type weeds are a common weed type and were probably growing
in the vicinity
A sample from the fill (C.137) of a linear trench (C.133) which was connected with
an irregular shaped trough (C.19) contained 1 wheat or barley grain. Samples taken from
burnt mounds do not normally produce cereal remains. A survey by the Irish Archaeobotanical Discussion Group (IADG) found that samples from 132 burnt mound sites
contained cereal remains at less than 8% of these sites. The remains were always preserved
by charring and were recorded in very small quantities (IADG 2007). Ballyglass West is
among the few burnt mound sites that have yielded cereal remains, albeit in a very small
amounts (Appendix 4).

9

Charcoal

In all, 283 fragments of charcoal were analysed from 16 samples. The samples came from
the burnt mound material (C.178, C.48, C.11, C.7, C.183), stakeholes (C.157, C.50, C.97,
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Ballyglass West
SW facing profile of Well
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0
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Figure 11: Section drawings of the well (C.8) and of a trough (C.41).
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C.149, C.56, C.23), troughs (C.81, C.117, C.45), a pit (C.13) and a linear feature (C.181)
There are no distinct differences between the charcoal assemblages from the different
feature types. The stakeholes contained, except in one case, more then one wood type,
indicating that the charcoal here was unlikely to be the burnt remains of a stake. Nearly
all the samples consisted of several wood types. A wide range of trees was represented in
the assemblage. The most common were ash, hazel, oak and pomoideae (apple/pear). In
all, nine wood types were identified. This is atypical for charcoal assemblages from burnt
mound sites which most often produce a smaller range of wood types (Appendix 5).

10 Animal bone
The animal bone recovered from the site was examined by Margaret McCarthy. They
were all identified as pig teeth (Appendix 7).

11 Lithics
The single lithic find was examined by Farina Sternke (Appendix 6). This is an incomplete
single platform chert blade which measures 31 mm long and 13 mm wide and 2 mm
thick. It possibly dates to the Early Mesolithic period; however, with the absence of its
proximal end an Early Neolithic period date may also be possible.

12 Finds
The find assemblage from the site is modern with the exception of the chert blade
(E3870:11:1). The finds were all recovered from the area of the well, which was in use as
the water source for a number of nearby houses until the 1960s. A mixture of iron nails,
rings and rivets and clay pipe bowl and stem fragments (E3870:5:1–9) was recovered from
a deposit overlying the well C.8. Seven sherds of post-medieval pottery, two copper alloy
pins, a copper alloy button, horseshoe, nail and two clay pipe stems (E3870:127:1–7) were
recovered from the disturbed backfill of the well.

13 Soil micro-morphology
Thin-section analysis if a sediment sample from a buried soil C.3 was conducted by Dr
Steven Lancaster of Headland Archaeology. The sample probably originated from a calcareous till ie. formed in situ, but also had external additions of charcoal and non-calcareous clay.
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14 Radiocarbon dates
Radiocarbon analysis was carried out by the 14 Chrono Centre in Queen’s University
Belfast. Dates were calibrated using Calib Rev5.0.2 (©1986–2005 M.Stuiver & P.J. Reimer) and in conjunction with Stuiver & Reimer 1993 and Reimer et al. 2004.
Dates were obtained from hazel charcoal fragments from four deposits. An Early
Bronze Age date was derived for the fill of a pit or trench recognised in section which
cut the upper layers of the mound deposits. Another Early Bronze Age date came from
an ashy deposit within the burnt mound. A Middle Bronze Age date was assigned to the
main fill of the western trough and another Middle Bronze Age date was derived from another ashy deposit recognised on the sides of the stone lined trough to the east of the site.
Lab.
Code

Context

UB-11270 Fill (C.81)
of trough
(C.85)
UB-11271 Fill (C.181)
of linear
(C.184)
UB-11272 Burnt
Mound
layer
(C.178)
UB-11273 Fill (C.45)
of trough
(C.41)

δ 13 C 1 sigma
calibrated
BC
Charcoal:
3070± 23 -27.8 1392–
Hazel, 3 frag, BP
1368
0.18g
1360–1314
Charcoal:
3336± 22 -24.7 1679–1674
Hazel, 7 frag, BP
1669–
0.3g
1607
1571–1560
1547–1540
Charcoal:
3377± 23 -27.6
1727–1722
Hazel, 4 frag, BP
1691–1633
0.2g

Sample Material
42
68

69

26

Years BP

Charcoal:
2873± 21 -26.9
Hazel, 6 frag, BP
0.4g

2 sigma
Period
calibrated
BC
1411–1290 Middle
1280–1270 Bronze
Age
1687–1602 Early
1591–1532 Bronze
Age
1740–1703 Early
1699–1618 Bronze
Age

1111–1102 1125–978
1084–
1064
1057–1007

Middle
Bronze
Age

Table 3: Ballyglass West Radiocarbon dates

The dates reflect the use of the site over a very long period of time probably due to the
reliability of the water source and perhaps also to the presence of firewood in the adjacent
land. The three main limiting factors for burnt mound locations are water, fuel and stone.
Stone is not a factor in south Galway. The mixture of dates within the mound probably
also reflects the extent to which long lived burnt mounds experienced extensive reworking
of layers. Charcoal was made on the mound in the process of roasting the stones in order
to boil the water in the troughs.
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15 Discussion
A total of 12 burnt mounds including Ballyglass West were excavated on the Gort to
Oranmore road scheme while 27 burnt mound sites were excavated on the N18 Gort to
Crusheen road scheme section by Irish Archaeological Consultancy Ltd.
Site Name
Ballinillaun 1

E No.
E3888

Ballinillaun 2

E3886

Ballyglass west

E3870

Caherweelder 1

E3880

Caherweelder 2

E3890

Caherweelder 3

E3889

Caherweelder 5

E3866

Caherweelder 6
Coldwood
Moyveela 1

E3871
E3887
E3883

Moyveela 2

E3884

Roevehagh 1

E3885

Radiocarbon date (2 sigma) cal BC
1260– 1228
1220–1108
1105–1055
1912–1876
1842–1821
1797–1781
1411–1290
1280–1270
1687–1602
1591–1532
1740–1703
1699–1618
1125 – 978
974–957
941–831
1038–1034
1028–901
1192–1174
1164–1143
1132–1005
1294–1124
1668–1501
1448–1370 1351–1316
1125–976
952–947
1944–1865 1849–1773
2195–2174 2145–2119 2096–2040
731–691
660–652
544–406
1010–909
894–873
846–798
976–952
948–832

Period
MBA
EBA
MBA
EBA
EBA
MBA
LBA
LBA
MBA
MBA
EBA
MBA
MBA
EBA
EBA
Unknown
LBA
LBA
LBA
LBA

Table 4: Table of radiocarbon dates from the burnt mound sites on the N18 Gort to Oranmore

Most dated burnt mound sites have a focus of activity in the Middle to Late Bronze
Age (Brindley and Lanting 1990; and see graph of dates in Ó Néill 2004). However, Early
Bronze Age dates were returned from four of the nine burnt mound sites excavated along
the route of the N25 Kilmacthomas realignment (Johnston 2008) and a burnt mound site
at Doughiska, Co. Galway yielded a Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age date (O’Sullivan
2006, 192). In all 20 radiocarbon dates were obtained from the burnt mound sites on
the route of the N18 Gort to Oranmore scheme, ranging from the Early Bronze Age (cal
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BC 1740–1703 at Ballyglass West) to the Later Bronze Age (cal BC 731–691, 660–652,
544–406 at Moyveela 1).
The burnt mound at Ballyglass West was located on the boundary between good
pasture located on the higher ground and rougher pasture on the lower rockier ground.
A natural spring at the base of a south facing slope was used as a water source and was
subsequently developed to form a well in the modern period. The spring was the determining factor in the location of the site – the stone roasting for water boiling results in a
substantial evaporation of the trough water and self filling by springwater or groundwater
would be most efficient. Presumably another determining factor would be the presence of
plentiful supplies of firewood in the vicinity – scrub woodland often forms at the boundaries between fertile and less fertile terrain.
The large upstanding mound at Ballyglass West is indicative of repeated and prolonged use of the site. Taken in conjunction with the range of troughs and pits uncovered
at the site argues for intensive use over a long time period. The radiocarbon dates from the
site verify this impression as the dates range form the Early Bronze Age into the Middle
Bronze Age.
The excavated troughs revealed that a variety of sizes and shapes were in use, which
may hint at a wide range of activities employing hot water. There was evidence in the form
of internal stakeholes in two of the troughs for some form of wooden lining employing
stakes and planks or wattle. A third trough appears to have been lined with stone, clay
and wattles. A range of other pits and external stakeholes suggest that a range of activities was concentrated around the troughs. Exactly what the trough linings looked like we
do not know, nor how they may have been interconnected. Some of the trough cuts are
interconnected and there are no stratigraphic reasons for presuming they were not, also,
functionally related.
Recent excavations of Bronze Age houses throughout Ireland has raised the possibility
that many of the houses may have been partly clay built. The presence of non-local clay
aggregates in an early layer (C.3) in Ballyglass West also raises the possibility that there
may have been clay built wall structures on this site also.
Ballyglass West is among the few burnt mound sites that have yielded cereal remains,
albeit in a single grain. A single cereal seed was identified in the fill of a linear feature
which was related to one of the troughs. A wide range of trees were represented in the
charcoal assemblage. The most common were ash, hazel, oak and pomoideae. In all however, nine wood types were identified. This is atypical for charcoal assemblages from
burnt mound sites which most often produce a smaller range of wood types
The animal bones were all identified as pig teeth. The larger canine was of an adult
male and was probably modern. The remaining two pig canines were of two individuals
and both were adult males and they may have been contemporary with the mound.
The radiocarbon dates revealed that the Early Bronze Age dates came from deposits
and fills in the upper levels of the burnt mound. The early dates are an indication of
the disturbed nature of the mound deposits. This disturbance would have first occurred
in antiquity when earlier deposits associated with fires and heat shattered stone became
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mixed with deposits from later similar events. Later disturbance associated with the well
and land reclamation work would also have led to the disturbance and intermixing of the
burnt mound deposits.
The lithic find from the archaeological excavation at Ballyglass is a possibly Mesolithic
chert blade. A small number of lithics were recovered from five of the other burnt mound
sites.
Site Name
E No.
Ballyglass West E3870:11:1
Caherweelder 6 E3871:5:1

Material
Chert
Chert

Type
Period
Blade
Mesolithic
Retouched Mesolithic
Artefact

Sub-Period
Early
Late

Coldwood
Coldwood
Coldwood

Chert
Chert
Flint

Flake
Neolithic
Flake
Neolithic
Retouched Neolithic
Artefact

Beaker
Beaker
Beaker

Chert
Chert

Flake
Neolithic
Retouched Neolithic
Artefact

E3887:4:1
E3887:5:1
E3887:5:3

Ballinalliun 1
E3888:3:1
Caherweelder 5 E3866:23:1

Comment
blade
point, not
butt-trimmed

Barbed
and tanged
arrowhead
single
convex end
scraper

Table 5: Lithic finds from some of the burnt mound sites on the N18 Gort to Oranmore Road

Recent excavations in the south-east of Ireland revealed a similar pattern of very small
assemblages found in associated burnt mounds e.g. the N25 Waterford By-Pass (Woodman 2006), a pattern that is replicated elsewhere in Ireland.
The burnt mound site at Ballyglass West reflects Bronze Age activity in the area and
taken in conjunction with the Dunkellin barrow concentration on the higher ground to
the east reflects an intensive use of the area by Bronze Age groups. It also provides another
element in the growing corpus of excavated burnt mound sites in Co. Galway.
The modern well was remodeled twice, being lined in stone and made smaller to
improve access to the pool of water springing from the ground. It’s remodeling no doubt
relates to the expansion from one to two farmsteads 100 -200 m to the south-west evident
in the first and second edition Ordnance Survey maps, both surveyed in the mid and late
19th century, respectively.
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Appendix 1 Context register
Please see attached CD for context register.
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Appendix 3 Groups and subgroups text
Natural deposits – Group 1
Topsoil – Subgroup 1001
Context Number - C.1
Description
This was a brown silty clay (C.1) with a maximum depth of 0.15m.
Interpretation
This was the topsoil which had formed across the site.

Early Buried Topsoil – Subgroup 1002
Context Number - C.3
Description
A light brown clay without inclusions. This layer occurred intermittently under the mound
and above the subsoil. It had a maximum depth of 0.10 m.
Interpretation
This brown clay (C.3) was the original topsoil which had formed across the excavation
area prior to the human activity on site represented by the burnt mound material.

Subsoil – Subgroup 1003
Context Number - C.2
Description
This was a compact yellow orange clay without any inclusions.
Interpretation
This was the subsoil which had formed across the excavation area.
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Troughs – Group 2
Eight large pits cut into the natural subsoil and covered by burnt mound deposits have
been interpreted as troughs used in the pyrolithic processes which resulted in the formation of the burnt mound deposits.

Possible early trough and stakeholes– Subgroup 2001
This was a possible early trough C.17 with associated external stakeholes which was sealed
by a layer which has been interpreted as a buried topsoil.
Context Numbers – C.17, C.18, C.20, C.22, C.135, C.66, C.68, C.70, C.72, C.98, C.138,
C.140, C.173, C.187, C.189, C.21, C.67, C.69, C.71, C.73, C.99, C.23, C.136, C.139,
C.141, C.174, C.188 and C.190
Description
A layer of dark brown silty clay (C.3) sealed an irregularly-shaped pit (C.17) which measured 1.5 x 1.12 m and was 0.26 m deep. The pit was orientated north-west to south-east
and contained a single fill of greyish brown silty clay with inclusions of charcoal and heatshattered stone (C.18). Eight external stake-holes (C.20, C.22, C.135, C.66, C.68, C.70,
C.72 and C.98) and their associated fills (C.21, C.23, C.136, C.67, C.69, C.71, C.73 and
C.99) were cut into the surrounding natural subsoil (C.2) and were located to the northeast, east and south-east of the pit. The stakeholes were also sealed by the layer of dark
brown silty clay (C.3). Four stakeholes (C.138, C.173, C.187 and C.189) were located to
the north of the pit. Seven of the stakeholes (C.22, C.20, C.72, C.66, C.135, C.189, and
C.173) may have formed a structure, 2.5–3 m in diameter, which encircled the pit.
The western side of the pit and the associated fill was truncated by a later larger irregularly-shaped trough (C.19) which was orientated north-west to south-east.
Interpretation
The layer of dark brown silty clay (C.3) which seals the pit and stakeholes has been interpreted as a buried topsoil which survived below the burnt mound material. The trough
(C.17) appears to have been in use at an early stage of the development of the site as a
burnt mound. The pit may have acted as a trough which was used to heat water by means
of submerging heated stones. The external stakeholes may have formed a wind break or
hanging rack which surrounded the trough.
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Large central trough with associated internal and external
stakeholes and two pits – Subgroup 2002
Context Numbers – C.19, C.192, C.78, C.29, C.31, C.33, C.35, C.37, C.39, C.42, C.49,
C.51, C.53, C.55, C.57, C.59, C.61, C.76, C.30, C.32, C.34, C.36, C.40, C.43, C.50, C.52,
C.54, C.56, C.58, C.60, C.77, C.78, C.26, C.28, C.171, C.145, C.149, C.157,C.147,C.159,
C.153, C.155, C.161, C.163, C.165, C.167, C.151, C.133, C.137, C.24, C.63, C.44, C.86
and C.110.
Description
This was a large irregularly-shaped trough (C.19) which measured 2.2 m x 1.85 m and was
0.5 m deep. The pit was orientated north-west to south-east. The pit was filled with a black
silty clay (C.192) with frequent inclusions of charcoal and heat-shattered stones, which
was very similar in composition to the overlying burnt mound material (C.6). A layer of
light orange silty clay (C.78) was identified surrounding the pit to the east and south-east.
Sixteen external stake-holes (C.29, C.31, C.33, C.35, C.37, C.39, C.42, C.49, C.51, C.53,
C.55, C.57, C.59, C.61 and C.76) were identified by their charcoal rich silty clay fills (C.30,
C.32, C.34, C.36, C.40, C.43, C.50, C.52, C.54, C.56, C.58, C.60 and C.77). The stakeholes were all driven through the orange silty clay (C.78). Fifteen stake-holes (C.25, C.27,
C.144, C.146, C.148, C.150, C.152, C.154, C.156, C.158, C.160, C.162, C.164, C.166
and C.170) some which were quite large were identified in the interior of the trough. All
of the stakeholes were located close to the break in slope at the bottom of the pit sides
and contained dark brown silty clay fills (C.26, C.28, C.171, C.145, C.149, C.157,C.147,
C.159, C.153, C.155, C.161, C.163, C.165, C.167, and C.151). The trough was cut on its
western side by a shallow linear trench (C.133) which measured 3.6 m in length and was
0.58 m wide and 0.3 m deep. The linear trench was orientated north/west to south/east
and had a single fill of dark brown clayey silt (C.137) with inclusions of charcoal and small
sub-rounded stones.
A small steep sided shallow circular pit (C.24) measuring 0.5 m in diameter and 0.2 m
in depth was located just to the north-east of the main trough. The basal fill was mid
brownish grey silt with inclusions of small stones (C.63) and the upper fill was black silty
clay (C.44). The pit was covered by one of the main mound deposits (C.6) and some deer
antler was recovered from this deposit directly over the pit.
A shallow sub-circular pit (C.86) with irregular sides and a concave base measuring 0.9
m x 0.6 m and 0.16 m in depth was identified to the south of the main trough (C.19). It
was orientated north-east to south-west, had a single fill of soft greyish brown clayey silt
with inclusions of charcoal and heat-shattered stones (C.110) and it was sealed by one of
the main mound deposits (C.6).
Interpretation
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The large pit (C.19) was a trough used to hold and heat water by means of submerging
fired stones. The orange silty clay (C.78) surrounding the pit to the east and south-east
is likely to have been up-cast subsoil from the initial digging of the trough. The external
stakeholes identified surrounding the pit may have acted to support wind breaks, drying
racks or other lightweight structures associated with the use of the trough and possible
ancillary activities. The internal stakeholes may have been used to hold in place a plank
or wattle lining. The two pits to the north and south of the main trough were possibly associated with the processes in use at the trough. They may have been used as storage pits
or possibly acted to support associated structures. The linear trench (C.133) was used after
the trough had been filled (C.192) and gone out of use. All the features associated with
the pit were covered by burnt mound material.

Eastern trough - Subgroup 2003
Context Numbers - C.41, C.45, C.91, C.92, C.107, C.108, C.118, C.115, C.114, C.119,
C.97, C.96, C.88, C.89, C.90, C.104, C.105, C.106, C.116, C.111, C.94, C.113, C.112,
C.93, C.90 and C.95
Description
To the east of the central well a sub-rectangular shaped pit (C.41) orientated east/west
and measuring 2.4 m x 1.7 m and 0.5 m in depth was cut into the natural subsoil (C.2).
The pit contained a single fill of dark brownish grey stony silt with frequent inclusions of
charcoal and heat-shattered stones (C.45). The interior of the pit contained five stake-holes
all located at the break in slope at the base of the pit along the east, west, north and south
sides (C.91, C.92, C.107, C.108 and C.118) and recognised by the dark greyish black silty
clay charcoal rich fills (C.115, C.114, C.119, C.97, and C.96). A group of six external
stake-holes (C.88, C.89, C.90, C.104, C.105, and C.106) were located on the south-west
edge of the pit and were also recognised by their greyish black charcoal rich fills (C.116,
C.111, C.94, C.113, C.112, C.93 and C.90). An isolated external stakehole (C.109) was
also recognised by a similar grey black charcoal rich silty clay fill (C.116) on the north
eastern edge of the pit. A shallow deposit of orange sandy clay (C.47) measuring 2.5 m x
1.9 m and with a depth of 0.1 m was recognised on the northern edge of the pit.
Interpretation
The large pit (C.41) was a trough used to hold and heat water by means of submerging
fired stones. The orange silty clay (C.47) surrounding the pit to the east and south-east
is likely to have been up-cast subsoil from the initial digging of the trough. The external
stakeholes identified surrounding the pit may have acted to support wind breaks, drying
racks or other lightweight structures associated with the use of the trough and possible
ancillary activities. The internal stakeholes may have been used to hold in place a plank
or wattle lining
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Western trough – Subgroup 2004
Context Numbers - C.193, C.200, C.199, C.197, C.198, C.196 and C.194
Description
This was a sub-rectangular pit (C.193) located to the west of the central well and which
measured 2.65 m x 1.66 m and was 0.4 m deep. The pit was orientated north-west/southeast and was sealed by one of the main burnt mound deposits (C.87). The base of the pit
sloped to the south-east and had well defined edges with limestone bedrock forming the
base along its south-eastern side. The basal fill was a greyish black sandy silt with occasional inclusions of heat-shattered stones and charcoal (C.200). The basal fill was sealed
by light orange charcoal-flecked clay with occasional inclusions of heat-shattered stones
(C.199). The main fill of the pit was greyish brown clayey silt with charcoal and heatshattered stone inclusions (C.197). A boar tusk was recovered from this fill. A small lens of
light brownish orange clay (C.198) was evident in the north-west section of the main fill
(C.197) and a boar tusk was also recovered from this lens. Overlying the main fill (C.197)
was a layer of dark brownish black silty clay with inclusions of charcoal and heat-shattered
stone (C.196). The upper fill was a similar deposit of mid brownish black silty clay with
inclusions of heat-shattered stone and charcoal (C.194).
Interpretation
The large sub-rectangular pit (C.193) was a trough used to hold and heat water by means
of submerging fired stones. The fills (C.200, C.199, C.197, C.198, C.196 and C.194) may
represent the gradual silting up of an open trough with the surrounding mound material
over a period of time.

Partial stone lined trough and associated postholes– Subgroup
2005
Context Numbers - C.85, C.121, C.84, C.82, C.117, C.81, C.83, C.80, C.79, C.100,
C.102, C.101, C.120, C.103
Description
A partial stone-lined pit (C.85) was identified below the mound deposits (C.87) at their
western limits. The pit was roughly oval shaped and measured 2.75 m x 1.95 m and was
up to 0.7 m deep. The sides of the pit which were cut into the natural sand and gravel
subsoil were lined sporadically with brown orange clay (C.121). Flat stones (C.84) were
then set on top of this clay lining along the south-east, south-west and north-east sides of
the pit. The stone lining was partially disturbed on the south-west side, where a large end
stone was displaced into the pit. A second yellow/orange clay (C.82) lining was identified
packed along the edges of the stones which was particularly evident on the south east side.
On the north-east side of the pit a thin linear layer of charcoal (C.117) was visible overly-
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ing the second clay lining (C.82). Charcoal rich greyish black silty sand (C.81 and C.83)
were recorded on the base and the sides of the trough. The main fill of the trough was
dark greyish black silty clay with frequent inclusions of heat-shattered stones (C.80). The
pit had been covered by a thin black silt layer with frequent charcoal inclusions (C.79).
Two post-holes (C.100 and C.102) were recorded on the south-east side of the pit. The
western posthole (C.100) was circular and measured 0.18 m in diameter and was 0.19 m
deep with vertical sides. It was filled with black silty clay (C.101). The second posthole
(C.102) was located xxxx m to the east and was figure of eight shaped in plan with a total
length of 0.37 m, a maximum width of 0.25 m and was 0.3 m deep with vertical sides. The
posthole was filled with packing stones (C.120) and dark brown/grey silty clay (C.103).
Interpretation
The oval shaped pit (C.85) was a trough used to hold and heat water by means of submerging fired stones. The trough was cut into the natural subsoil (C.2) and initially lined with
a clay deposit (C.121) into which was set a stone lining (C.84) which was in turn sealed
or covered by another clay layer (C.82). The stone and clay lining may have aided the
water retention capabilities of the trough. There was evidence of a partial wood-lining on
the north-east side, where a thin linear layer of charcoal (C.117) was visible over the clay
lining (C.82) which suggests that split planks may have been used on this side and were
subsequently burnt in-situ. Two ashy layers (C.83 and C.81) were evident on the base and
sides of the trough. The main fill of the trough (C.80) may represent a deliberate backfill
of the trough or else the last use of the trough which was not cleaned out. The trough
had been covered by a thin black silt layer with frequent charcoal inclusions (C.79). This
was probably a result of wash-in from the surrounding mound material (C.87), before it
subsequently slumped in to seal the trough feature. Two post-holes were recorded on the
south-east side (C.100 and C.102) and one of these (C.102) was used to prop the southeast side stone in position.

Eastern trough – Subgroup 2006
Context Numbers C.15, C.46 and C.14
Description
This was a small circular pit (C.15) measuring 1.44 m in diameter and 0.29 m in depth.
It had steep sides and a concave base. It was cut into the natural subsoil (C.2) and was
located to the east of the mound deposits below a layer of heat shattered stone (C.48). The
pit contained a single fill of mid grey silty clay with inclusions of heat-shattered stones and
charcoal (C.46). A deposit of orange sandy clay (C.14) was identified just to the northwest of the pit.
Interpretation
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The circular pit was a trough The deposit to the north-west of the pit may represent the
up-cast from the excavation phase of this pit.

Northern troughs – Subgroup 2007
Context Number – C.130, C.131, C.122, C.125, C.124 and C.123
Description
Two pits (C.122 and C.130) were identified towards the base of a south-facing slope to the
north of the burnt mound deposits. The pits were sealed by a brown silt layer (C.5). The
sub-circular pit (C.130) was orientated north-west to south-east and measured 2.2 m x
1.46 m and was 0.4 m deep. The pit had gradually sloping sides and a concave base. It had
a single fill of mid-yellowish grey silty clay (C.131). An oval pit (C.122) which measured
2 m x 1.44 m and was 0.35 m deep cut the western side of the sub circular pit. It was orientated north-west to south-east and also had a concave base. The basal fill of the second
pit was mid brownish grey silty clay with inclusions of charcoal flecks (C.125). This lay
under a layer of mid orangish grey silty clay with inclusions of charcoal (C.124). The main
fill of the pit was yellowish grey silty clay with inclusions of charcoal and heat-shattered
stones (C.123).
Interpretation
The two pits were troughs used to hold and heat water by means of submerging fired
stones.

Group 3 - Pits
Five pits were identified which have not been interpreted as troughs due to their size and
shape including two pits (C.24 and C.86) which were associated with trough C.19 Group
3. They may however have played some role in the pyrolithic processes in action during
the formation of the mound deposits or have been used in related processes. Four of the
pits were located below the burnt mound deposits while the two pits to the north were
located below naturally forming silt deposits at the base of a slope and deposits associated
with the levelling of field boundary wall.

Southern Pits – Subgroup 3001
Context Numbers – C.172, C.13, C.12, C.201, C.142, C.175 and C.134
Description
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A sub-circular pit (C.172) measuring 1.96 m x 0.8 m and 0.32 m in depth was located
below a mid greyish brown clayey silt with frequent inclusions of charcoal and heat-shattered stones (C.11) which was one of the main burnt mound deposits. The pit (C.172) was
orientated north-east to south-west and was cut into a deposit of possible buried topsoil
(C.3). The basal fill was mid yellowish grey clayey silt (C.13), which was overlain by a layer
of re-deposited natural subsoil (C.12). The upper fill was mid brownish grey silty clay with
charcoal and heat-shattered stone inclusions (C.201).
A small sub-circular pit (C.142), orientated north-west to south-east was identified below
one of the main mound deposits (C.11) towards the centre of the site. The pit measured
1.3 m x 0.97 m and was 0.15 m deep. It had steep vertical sides and an irregular concave
base. The basal fill was mid greyish brown, stony silt with inclusions of charcoal and heatshattered stones (C.175). The upper fill was black silty clay with inclusions of charcoal and
heat-shattered stones (C.134).
Interpretation
The two pits were possibly associated with the pyrolithic processes in action during the
formation of the mound deposits or may have been used in related processes.

Western pit – Subgroup 3002
Context Numbers – C.168 and C.169
Description
This was an oval pit (C.168) which measured 2 m x 1.73 m and was 0.3 m deep. It was
cut into a deposit of possible buried topsoil and was covered by one of the lower layers of
burnt mound deposits (C.186). The pit was located to the west of the central well. It was
orientated north-east/south-west and had a single fill of mid brownish grey silty clay with
occasional inclusions of heat-shattered stones and charcoal (C.169).
Interpretation
The pit was possibly associated with the pyrolithic processes in action during the formation of the mound deposits or it may have been used in related processes.

Group 4 - Mound deposits
Context Numbers – C.6, C.87, C.186, C.179, C.180, C.181, C.184, C.185, C.183, C.182,
C.191, C.178, C.11, C.176, C.132, C.48, C.7, C.128, and C.129
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The irregularly-shaped mound consisted of sixteen layers in total, of varying consistency
and colour, which varied across the full extent of the mound. The mound was recorded
at points along the excavated sections revealed in the sides of the 1 m wide un-excavated
baulks which divided the mound into four quadrants.
Description
The mound measured 18.5 m north/south and extended beyond the line of the CPO to
the east and west which gave it an excavated east/west length of 48.5 m. The mound had
a maximum height of 1.5 m. The upper layers of the mound across the excavated area
consisted of a black charcoal-enriched silty clay with frequent inclusions of heat-shattered
angular limestone and very occasional red sandstone (C.6 and C.87). The mound deposits
were underlain by a sporadic layer of mid to dark brown silty clay (C.3) with charcoal
inclusions and the natural subsoil (C.2).
A possible pit/ditch (C.184) truncated one of the upper burnt mound deposits (C.87)
and was only recorded in section. It had a basal fill of dark greyish black clayey silt with
charcoal and heat-shattered stones (C.181). The upper fill was mid greyish yellow silty clay
with charcoal and heat-shattered stones (C.180).
In the north-east facing section of the mound, the basal layer was mid yellow/grey silty
clay with inclusions of charcoal and heat-shattered stones (C.186). Overlying the base layer was a deposit of mid grey/brown silty clay with inclusions of heat-shattered stones and
charcoal (C.179). Above this layer was a yellow/brown silty clay layer with charcoal and
heat-shattered stone inclusions (C.185). Overlying this was a layer of dark brown/black
silty clay with an ashy lens (C.183). Directly above lay a deposit of both heat-shattered and
non heat-shattered stones (C.182). Over this layer lay burnt deposits of yellow/brown silty
clay (C.191) and a layer of dark brown/black silty clay with lenses of charcoal and grey
ash (C.178). One of the main mound layers, a mid grey/brown silty clay with frequent
inclusions of charcoal and heat-shattered stones (C.11) lay under the upper layers (C.6 and
C.87) of the burnt mound and was identified in both the south-east and north-east facing
sections of the mound.
A basal burnt mound layer identified in the south-east facing section was light grey/
brown silty clay with frequent inclusions of charcoal and heat-shattered stone (C.176).
This was overlain by a layer of mid brown/black silty clay with inclusions of charcoal and
heat-shattered stones (C.132). Also in the south-east facing section of the mound, a layer
of heat-shattered stones (C.48) lay over the upper layer (C.6). Underneath both these layers (C.6 and C.48) in this area was a deposit of mid greyish black silty clay with inclusions
of charcoal and heat-shattered stone (C.7).
A layer of un-burnt stone (C.128) lay under the upper layer (C.87) in the south-west quadrant of the mound and sealed a lower layer of mid grey sandy silt (C.129).
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Interpretation
The mound resulted from the intermixing of deposits associated with the repeated clearing out of heat shattered stone from the troughs and debris related to the fires used to heat
the stones. There was also evidence for stockpiles of un-heat shattered stone.

Group 5 – Well area
Context Numbers – C.126, C.202, C.8, C.127, C.5 and C.9
A natural spring at the base of a south facing slope has been utilised as a well and a large
almost triangular shaped pit has been cut through the upper levels of the mound material and the natural subsoil. Possibly two separate phases of stone lining were present the
later phase only utilising half the space of the original cut and with the lower levels being
quite well preserved. The upper levels across the whole area however have been heavily
disturbed by bulldozing and the levelling of a field boundary wall.
Description
A cut (C.126) which possibly extended a natural spring towards the centre of the excavated burnt mound was nearly triangular in shape and measured 6.5 m north/south and
5.6 m east/west. Two to four layers of limestone coursing (C.202) lined the sides of the
cut on the south western side. The stones forming the coursing varied in size from 0.5 m
x 0.4 m x 0.5 m to 1.5 m x 0.4 m x 0.50 m. A roughly circular space (2.7 m x 2.6 m) had
been formed by a roughly coursed dry stone wall (C.8) which was set into the eastern half
of the original well cut. The dry stone wall survived to between 6–10 courses and had an
internal extant height of 1.2 m. The well structure had an entrance gap on its eastern side
which was accessed by eight stone steps. The two bottom steps were positioned inside the
enclosing wall and a large stone flanked the bottom step to the north and south. The well
cut and the later well structure were both backfilled with a mixed deposit of brown silt
(C.127) and large stone boulders. Seven sherds of post-medieval pottery, two copper alloy
pins, a copper alloy button, horseshoe, nail and two clay pipe stems (E3870:127:1–7) were
recovered from this layer. A deposit of large boulders (C.4) was spread across the area. The
badly disturbed backfill deposits had been sealed by a thick layer of silt (C.5), which had
in places been covered by a layer of orange silty clay (C.9).
Interpretation
The cut for the central well may be merely a widening or an extension of a natural spring
which formed towards the base of a south facing slope. The first phase of stone lining was
badly disturbed by the later phases. It survived solely on the south western side of the well
cut. The natural spring or a modified version would have acted as the water source used
in the excavated troughs. The heated stones in turn heated the water which could then be
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used in a range of activities. It was interesting to note that the stone layers in the mound
(C.128 and C.182) formed a very rough horseshoe-shape around central well area.
The later well (C.8) with the surviving steps and enclosing wall had been in use in the
1960s where it served as the main water source for a number of surrounding houses. The
well was subsequently, backfilled with the large boulders (C.4) from a levelled stone field
boundary wall. The area was machine levelled and the disturbed area was sealed by a layer
of silt (C.5) and some redeposited natural subsoil (C.9).
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Appendix 4 Plant remains analysis
Mary Dillon

Introduction
Forty samples were submitted for plant remains analysis from the excavation of a burnt
mound site at Ballyglass West, Co. Galway. The samples from this site contained bone,
frequent land molluscs and charcoal (see charcoal analysis report).

Methodology
Bulk soil samples were collected on site and were processed by the client. The flots were
sorted and scanned for plant material using a low-powered binocular microscope (magnification x 10 to x 40). Nomenclature and taxonomic orders follows Stace (1997).

Results and discussion
In total, 2 of the 40 samples contained plant remains (Table 1). Sample 67 from Context
169 contained 3 indeterminate seeds from the knotweed family and one indeterminate
weed seed. Knotweed-type weeds are a common weed type and were probably growing
in the vicinity. Context 169 was oval pit with burnt mound material. Sample 61 from
Context 137 contained 1 wheat or barley grain. The seed was too degraded to make a
definite identification. Both cereals were common foodstuffs in the Bronze Age. Context
137 was the fill of linear feature that cut trough C.19. It was covered with slumped burnt
mound material.
Samples taken from burnt mounds do not normally produce cereal remains. Studies
of plant remains from 132 burnt mound sites indicate that cereal remains were recorded at
less than 8% of examined sites. The remains were always preserved by charring and were
recorded in very small quantities. (IADG, 2007)

Conclusion
The diminutive number of plant remains from this site is not altogether surprising. Burnt
mounds and troughs, although commonly excavated, have yielded practically no plant
remains. Ballyglass West is among the few burnt mound sites that have yielded cereal
remains, albeit in a very small amounts.
Context
Sample
Indeterminate seeds from the Knotweed family (Polygonaceae)
Wheat/Barley grains (Triticum/Hordeum)
Indeterminate weed seeds

169
67
3

137
61
1

1

Table 1. Plant remains from Ballygass West
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Appendix 5 Charcoal
Mary Dillon

Introduction
This report gives the results of the analysis of charcoal from samples taken during excavation at Ballyglass West (E3870) in Co. Galway. The excavation found a burnt mound
site. The samples came from the burnt mound material, post and stake holes, troughs and
pits. The samples from this site contained bone, land molluscs and a couple of degraded
cereals (see plant remains report). Charcoal was frequent in most samples.

Methodology
Bulk soil samples were collected on site and were processed by the client. All charcoal
fragments that measured 2 mm or greater in the transverse section were identified. Each
fragment was prepared for microscopic examination by fracturing it by hand and thereby
exposing a clean surface along transverse, radial and tangential planes. All three planes
were examined at a range of magnifications. For reference literature the Schweingruber
(1990) was consulted. The number and weight of fragments were recorded for each wood
type.

Results
In all, 283 fragments of charcoal were analysed from 16 samples. All 16 samples had
charcoal that was suitable for AMS dating. If hazel was present in the samples this is recommended, and marked as suitable, for submitting for dating as it has a lifespan of just
80 years. In the one sample (C23, S5) where hazel is not present pomoideae wood type is
recommended.
In Figs. 1 and 2 percentage frequencies of the various wood types, based on fragment
count and dry weight respectively, are shown. The most common wood types based on
fragment count were ash (18%), hazel (17%), oak (17%), and pomoideae (17%; see Fig. 1,
Table 1). Yew (9%), alder (6%), willow/aspen (5%), birch (5%) and Prunus (2%) were also
identified. A small percentage (4%) of the charcoal was vitrified and this could not be
identified. Vitrification occurs when wood is charred at a very high temperature.
When the results of percentage weight are taken into account the results change
slightly (Fig. 2, Table 2.).

Discussion
The samples came from the burnt mound material (5 samples), post and stake holes (6
samples), troughs (3 samples), and two pits (2 samples). There are no distinct differences
between the charcoal assemblages from the different feature types. The stakeholes con-
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tained, except in one case, more then one wood type, indicating that the charcoal here
was unlikely to be the burnt remains of a stake. The samples from the troughs and burnt
mound contained most charcoal. Nearly all the samples consisted of several wood types.
The wide variety of woods identified suggesting that there was a broad range of trees
growing in the area.
Ballyglass
West
C157, S63
C50, S11
C97, S33
C149, S62
C81, S42
C117, S45
C181, 68
C178, S69
C45, S26
C56, S14
C23, S5
C48, S59
C11, S57
C13, S86
C7, S58
C183, S72

Hazel Oak
3
1
2
2
3
3
7
4
6
1
1
2
4
5
4

3
2
2
1

4
9
2
1
7
6
14

Pomoideae Willow/ Alder
Aspen
9
10
1

3
9
2

3
1

Vitirfied Ash

8
2

2

1

1
2
5
2
5

1
1
3

Yew
9%

Prunus
2%

Ash
18%

1

Hazel
17%

Oak
17%

Willow/Aspen
5%

Fig. 1. Percentage fragment frequency

1
2

3

Vitirfied
4%

52

5
1
4

5

Ballyglass West

Alder
6%

1
24
10
9
4

1

Table 1. Charcoal fragments sorted by sample and wood type

Birch
5%

Prunus Yew

4
1

6
6

Birch

Pomoideae
17%

3
22
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Ballyglass
West
C157, S63
C50, S11
C97, S33
C149, S62
C81, S42
C117, S45
C181, 68
C178, S69
C45, S26
C56, S14
C23, S5
C48, S59
C11, S57
C13, S86
C7, S58
C183, S72

Hazel
1.1
0.1
0.2
0.2
0.18
0.3
0.3
0.2
0.4
0.01
0.01
0.1
0.2
0.4
0.4
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Oak Pomoideae Willow/ Alder Vitirfied Ash
Aspen
0.3
1.1
1.2
0.05
0.1
0.1
0.15

0.2
0.6
0.05
0.02
1
0.2
1

0.3
0.25
0.05
0.4
0.4

0.15
0.05

0.4
0.02
0.2
0.1

0.1

0.05

0.02
0.05
0.2
0.05
1.3

Birch Prunus Yew

0.05
0.8
0.6 0.6
0.4 0.3
0.2 0.4

0.05

0.1
0.05

0.15
0.2

0.08
0.35

0.8
0.05

0.15
2.1

Table 2. Charcoal weight sorted by sample and wood type

Ballyglass West
Yew
10%
Prunus
0.5%

Hazel
20%

Birch
8%
Ash
10%
Vitirfied
6%
Alder
3% Willow/Aspen
7%

Oak
17%

Pomoideae
19%

Fig. 2. Percentage weight

Fraxinus (ash; F. excelsior). Ash is recorded in eight of the sixteen samples but makes
up 18% of the assemblage. Interestingly, unlike the other most common wood types, it
was absent from the stakehole samples. Ash makes great fuel, burned green or dead, and
this may have influenced its selection. Ash is commonly found on burnt mound sites
(O’Donnell 2007).
Corylus (hazel; C. avellana). The charcoal data shows that hazel was commonly used. It
accounts for 17% of all charcoal fragments identified. It was present in all but one sample,
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making it the most widespread of all the wood types found at Ballyglass West. Hazel
was widely exploited in both prehistory and historical times for its nutritious nuts and
supple rods which were widely used for building. Its coppice-like growth form makes it
relatively easy to cut and there are normally substantial quantities of dead wood available
near ground level. Pollen analytical studies indicate that hazel was of great importance in
Ireland for most of the Holocene. It is one of the more frequent native trees growing in
south Co. Galway today. Hazel is commonly found on burnt mound sites (ibid).
Quercus (oak). Quercus is well represented, making up 17% of the assemblage. It was
present in all but five of the samples. Oak is slow burning and gives out substantial heat
as it burns which would have made it a natural choice for a fire. There are two native
species of oak in Ireland, namely Q. petraea and Q. robur. Unfortunately, it is difficult
to distinguish these species on the basis of wood anatomy (Grosser 1977). Some of the
oak charcoal from Ballyglass West had insect holes, indicting that the wood may having
been gathered when it had been dead from some time. Oak is commonly found on burnt
mound sites (O’Donnell 2007).
Pomoideae - Sorbus/Crataegus (rowan/whitebeam/hawthorn/crabapple). This charcoal type is also well represented (17%). It was present in all but five of the samples. Woodlands and woodland-related environments are the normal habitats for the various woody
plants that may be represented in this charcoal type. An important habitat, especially for
hawthorn (Crataegus), is on the edge of woodlands (cf. Wilmanns and Brun-Hool 1982).
Taxus (yew; T. baccata). Yew charcoal is moderately represented at 9% of the assemblage. It’s the only evergreen tree represented. It’s a very long lived tree and can live up
to 1000 years. Its use in place names around Ireland indicates that it was more common
in the past. Some such place names include; Newry “place of yews”, Mullynure “summit
of the yew tree”, Killinure “wood of the yew tree” and Tattinure “Tate of the yew tree”.
Alnus (alder; A. glutinosa). Alnus is poorly represented at 6%. Alder was probably largely
confined to damp/wet areas. It should be noted, however, that alder wood does not burn
well but is commonly found in samples from burnt mound sites (O’Donnell 2007).
Salix/Populus (willow/aspen). Willow/aspen charcoal was also recorded at 5% of the
assemblage. Populus is seldom recorded in Irish pollen diagrams and then mainly in the
early Holocene. It is assumed that willow (one or more of several possible willow species)
is mainly or probably exclusively represented here.
Birch (Betula). Birch charcoal accounted for only 5% of the assemblage. B. pendula
(silver birch) and B. pubescens (hairy birch) are the two native birches. It is not possible to
distinguish the wood from these two species. Silver birch likes dry soil while hairy birch
likes wet soil. Betula has excellent qualities as firewood but burns quickly.
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Prunus spp. (includes wild cherry (P. avium), bird cherry (P. padus) and blackthorn (P.
spinosa)). Prunus charcoal had low representation (2%). Blackthorn may have been common in Mantel vegetation while wild cherry would be expected to occur in the woodlands. Bird cherry may also have been represented. Today, it is largely confined to the
northern part of Ireland (Preston et al. 2002). Webb et al. (1996) regard it as introduced
though this view is not universally accepted. Therefore, it is likely that blackthorn or wild
cherry are represented here.

Comparative studies
Burnt mounds are a common feature of the Irish landscape. Charcoal analysis from
burnt mounds excavated along the Gas Pipeline to the West demonstrates that a range of
trees were gathered as firewood, particularly alder, hazel, oak and ash (O’Donnell 2007).
O’Donnell’s studies suggest the same wood types were utilized as fuel in burnt mound
sites across the country, which suggest that a selection process of some kind was in place.
At other Co. Galway burnt mound sites, e.g. Cooltymurraghy, Urraghy and Barnacragh,
the charcoal results could be categorized as typical (Dillon 2007a, 2007b, 2007c). However, not all burnt mound sites produce the standard assemblage. At Coonagh West,
Co. Limerick and Ballingowan, Co. Kerry the burnt mound samples did not display
the typical hazel/alder/ash and oak combination. Rather there was a larger array of trees
represented including pomoideae, Prunus, willow/aspen and birch. The Ballyglass West
assemblage is also atypical

Conclusion
The samples from Ballyglass West burnt mound site were rich in charcoal. A wide range
of trees were represented in the assemblage. The most common were ash, hazel, oak and
pomoideae. In all, nine wood types were identified. This is atypical for charcoal assemblages from burnt mound sites which most often produce a smaller range of wood types.
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Appendix 6 Stone artefacts
Farina Sternke

Introduction
One find from the archaeological excavation of a prehistoric site at Ballyglass West, Co.
Galway were presented for analysis (Table 1). The finds are associated with two fulachta
fiadh with associated pits, troughs and a well.

31 13 2

Retouch

No

Complete

Thickness (mm)

Width (mm)

Length (mm)

Blade Reasonably Fresh

Cortex

Condition

5 Perished Rubber Tube
11 Chert

Type

Material

Context

Find Number
E3870:5:5
E3870:11:1

No No

Table 1   Composition of the Lithic Assemblage from Ballyglass West (E3870)

Methodology
All lithic artefacts are examined visually and catalogued using Microsoft Excel. The following details are recorded for each artefact which measures at least 2 cm in length or
width: context information, raw material type, artefact type, the presence of cortex, artefact condition, length, with and thickness measurements, fragmentation and the type of
retouch (where applicable). The technological criteria recorded are based on the terminology and technology presented in Inizan et al. 1999. The general typological and morphological classifications are based on Woodman et al. 2006. Struck lithics smaller than 2 cm
are classed as debitage and not analysed further, unless they are retouched or of specific
significance, e.g. cores etc. The same is done with natural chunks.

Quantification
The finds are a worked piece of chert (E3870:11:1).

Provenance
The lithic was recovered from an upper layer (c. 11) of mound 1.

Condition
The lithic survives in reasonably fresh and incomplete condition (see Plate 1).
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Plate 1: Chert blade (find E3869:14:1) & Figure 1. Chert blade (find E3869:14:1).

Technology/Morphology
The artefact is a single platform blade, which is missing its proximal end. The blade displays use wear on its left edge and measures 31 mm long and 13 mm wide and 2 mm
thick (see Figure 1).

0

0

30mm30mm

Dating
The artefact is technologically diagnostic and most likely dates to the Early Mesolithic
period. However, there is a slight possibility that it dates to the Early Neolithic period.
Unfortunately, it is impossible to determine its date with absolute certainty due to the
absence of its proximal end. In any case, the blade has to be regarded as a residual artefact
at this site.

Conservation
Lithics do not require specific conservation, but should be stored in a dry, stable environment. Preferably, each lithic should be bagged separately and contact with other lithics
should be avoided, so as to prevent damage and breakage, in particular edge damage
which could later be misinterpreted as retouch. Larger and heavier items are best kept in
individual boxes to avoid crushing of smaller assemblage pieces.
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Discussion
The size and composition of the flaked assemblage is typical for Irish burnt mounds.
Recent excavations in the south-east of Ireland revealed a similar pattern of very small assemblages found in associated fulachta fiadh, e.g. the N25 Waterford By-Pass (Woodman
2006), a pattern that is replicated elsewhere in Ireland.

Conclusion
The lithic finds from the archaeological excavation at Ballyglass West, Co. Galway are an
Early Mesolithic or Early Neolithic chert blade.
This site makes a minor contribution to the evidence for prehistoric settlement and
land use in Co. Galway.
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Appendix 7 Animal bone
Margaret McCarthy

The burnt mound in Ballyglass West yielded just three animal bones, all identified as pig
teeth. The topsoil (C197) contained a very large canine of an adult male boar, probably
modern. Two pig canines from the subsoil (C198) beneath the burnt mound deposit represented at least two individuals and both were adult males.
C197
C198
TOTAL

Pig
1
2
3

Total
1
2
3

Table 1: Distribution of fauna
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TB

TB
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TB
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TB
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AK
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Modern
TB
Prehistoric TB
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Period

Found in section SW from
Well C.8.
TBM=26.75, BS=0.96,
FS=3.18.
From backfill C.127 around Modern
stone lining of Well.

Found in silty deposit C.5
over Well.
Found in silty deposit C.5
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From clean-back of topsoil
C.1 around ditch/well area.
Found in silty fill C.5.

Short description

ISSUE 8: Eachtra Journal - ISSN 2009-2237
Final Archaeological Excavation Report

63

6

7

8

127

127

127

Ceramic

Ceramic

Ceramic

Metal

Pottery

Clay Pipe

Clay Pipe

Iron

7 sherds

Stem

Stem

Nail

5

127

120

0

120

0

120

Horseshoe

Iron

4

127

Metal

Artefact Type Grid E

Context # NMI # Category Fabric

125

0

125

0

127

Grid N
Found in backfill of Well
around stones C.127. General finds, probably modern.
Found in backfill of Well
around stones
From backfill C.127 of Well
around stone lining.
From backfill C.127 of Well
around stone lining.
Post-medieval pottery from
backfill of Well around
stone lining.

Short description

Modern

Modern

Modern

Modern

Modern

Period

AK

AK

AK

AK

AK

Post-ex Comments

24/04/2008

24/04/2008

24/04/2008

24/04/2008

24/04/2008 Incomplete

Initials Date

ISSUE 8: Eachtra Journal - ISSN 2009-2237
Final Archaeological Excavation Report

ISSUE 8: Eachtra Journal - ISSN 2009-2237

Final Archaeological Excavation Report

Appendix 9 Soil micromorphology
Stephen Lancaster

Introduction
Eachtra undertook excavations at the Ballyglass West site on behalf of the NRA. The
site included a burnt mound. The mound appeared to have an intermittently surviving
buried soil under it (Context C.3). The buried soil was sampled for thin section analysis.
This report concerns the analysis of a sample taken from the buried soil.

Methodology
A thin section was prepared from a soil block sampled in a Kubiena tin. Resin impregnation and thin section preparation was undertaken by the Department of Geography, Royal Holloway, University of London, and followed standard procedures (Lee and Kemp,
1992). The thin section was recorded under a variety of lighting techniques using the descriptive scheme and terminology recommended by Bullock et al (1985), as supplemented
and modified by Courty et al (1989).

Results
A description of the thin section is given in Table 1. Particularly salient points are noted
below.
The composition of the slide, and the distribution of different components, is relatively uniform. Exceptions to this include a single aggregate (approximately 3mm across) of
dense clayey silt, and a few concentrations of nearly pure quartz silt grains, in some cases
with possible fusing of the grains. Charcoal fragments are widely distributed throughout
the sample. Some of the fragments are definitely of wood charcoal, including one that has
been identified as cf. Quercus sp (See Fig 1). Other fragments are too amorphous for it to
be possible to distinguish whether they are wood charcoal or turf/peat charcoal.

Discussion
Composition and sediment sources
The composition of the mineral fraction of the sample indicates that the most likely main
source of context C.3 is calcareous till, though it is not possible to be entirely certain of
this due to the effect of the soil forming processes this context has undergone (see below).
In addition to this there are a number of other components that suggest additional sources of material to the context. The small aggregates of fine quartz grains are interpreted
as mineral ash left after the burning of turf or peat. The widely distributed fragments of
charcoal should also be noted in this context, suggesting the addition of burning residues,
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Figure 1. Wood charcoal fragment from Context C.3 Magnification X40, frame width 5.5mm.

potentially of both turf/peat and wood. The occasional occurrence of stones with small
depletion rims (see Table 1) and a single aggregate of dense non-calcareous clayey silt suggests the transport of turf or topsoil derived materials from some distance away, where
soils were non-calcareous, possibly acidic and wetter than the material composing bulk
of Context C.3.

Deposition processes
No direct indication of deposition processes has survived the intensive reworking of the
context.

Post-deposition processes
The context has been heavily reworked by biological activity: there are extensive traces of
earthworm and enchytreid worm activity. The observation of roots, together with the fact
that the context is only surviving intermittently under the extent of the burnt mound suggests that the context is not fully sealed and was still subject to soil formation processes,
particularly biological reworking, at the time of excavation. This may explain the lack of
the types of pedofeatures often associated with the process of a soil profile being buried.
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Archaeological Implications
Context C.3 is a buried topsoil, of the type to be expected developing from a relatively
coarse grained calcareous till. Burial of the topsoil has not isolated it completely from
ongoing soil forming processes, particularly biological reworking. As such small single
finds or ecofacts from the buried soil such as seeds need to be treated with caution with
regard to their stratigraphic integrity. The process of post-burial reworking has not been
sufficient to completely remove all evidence of pre-burial inputs to Context C.3.
The presence of an aggregate of a different type of soil/sub-soil and the presence of
some stones with depletion rims suggests the transport of turf or topsoil from elsewhere
with different soil characteristics, which might be for a number of purposes, perhaps the
most likely being for construction.
The ubiquity of charcoal fragments may be attributable to pre-burial inputs into Context C.3. Although the charcoal could be present due to the biological transport of charcoal down the profile from the overlying burnt mound deposit, the mineral ash aggregates
would be too fragile to survive such transport, suggesting a different process of deposition. The simplest explanation is the spreading or dumping of burning residues (charcoal
and mineral ash), either as manure on fields or as refuse disposal.
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Appendix 10 Pottery catalogue
A total of 16 sherds of pottery were recovered on site from two contiguous fills (C.5 and
C.127) of cut of well C.126, which was filled by the land owners in 1970’s. Although the
transfer printed ware fragments were collected from two different contexts, during the
post-excavation process it was possible to link them as part of the same vessel. They were
eventually recorded under find number E3870:5:10.
All the sherds are modern in date (19th/20th Century) and are associated with modern
metal finds and clay pipe. As regards the forms, they all represent tableware
Context
5
127

Pottery Type
Glazed Red Earthenware
Stoneware
Transfer Printed Ware
Pearlware

No. of Sherds
1
9
4
2

Dating
19th/ 20th
19th/ 20th

Table 1.List of Pottery by context

Type
Glazed Red earthenware
Pearlware
Transfer printed ware
Stoneware

Tot. Sherds
1
2
4
9

Form
Jug
Bowl
Small jug (x2)
Tankard

Table 2.List of pottery by type

Glazed Red Earthenware
The sherds have a hard-fired, fine fabric that is orange/red, buff or brown in colour without any particular inclusions. The different range of colours of the clay simply depends on
the variation of firing conditions. The pottery is usually glazed on the inner surface and
present no other decorations. The nuance of the glaze changes from a light yellow to an
opaque green. Most of the sherds belong to open vessels, like bowls (of various size), serving plates and basins. This type of wares, also known as ‘brown wares’ were made widely
in Britain and Ireland from the late 17th to 19th Century (Cfr. Clearly 1987, pag.127). The
only fragment recovered from site is a handle sherd with sparse traces of glaze on top (Cfr.
Jug, Fig.68.12, pag.153 in Gahan 1997).

Pearlware
The pearlware pottery started is development from the popular cream-coloured earthenware in the last decades of the 18Th Century. Though the fabric and the range of forms of
both wares are similar, the lead glaze used for the creamware is whiter, due to the addition
of small amounts of cobalt blue (Gahan 1997).
A rim and a base sherd probably belonging to the same vessel (most likely a small
bowl) were found in Ballyglass West.
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Transfer printed ware
Transfer printed ware is an earthenware decorated prior to firing. This technique developed during the later stages of the 18th Century and then was perfected in the early 19th
Century. During the process the pattern is transferred from copper plates onto the vessels
by means of specially treated issue paper. Once transferred the paper could be removed
by washing. The vessel then was glazed and fired.
Initially, cobalt blue was used in all transfers, being the only colour capable of withstanding the necessary firing temperatures and it always remained the most popular colour. However, during the 19th Century other colours were used extensively most notably
black and dark brown. Pearlware vessels were most commonly used for transfer printing.
The influence of Chinese porcelain is evident in much of the decoration (Gahan 1997,
pagg.156–158).
The four sherds of transfer printed ware recovered from site belong to two different
vessels, both small table jugs. The first one is decorated in brown with what appears to be
a rustic motif, and originally had two handles. The second one presents a geometrical red
pattern topped by green swirls and a clear blue band running along the rim.

Stoneware
This class of clay and ceramic is distinguished by its firing and maturation temperature
(from ca.1200°C to 1315°C), which is higher than for the earthenware pottery and makes
the stoneware recipients totally waterproof. Stoneware is usually grey or brownish in colour and is normally covered by an opaque glaze. Nine sherds belonging to a tankard were
found on site. They are greyish-white in colour.
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Appendix 11 Metal finds catalogue
A total of thirteen metal finds were recovered from the excavation at Ballyglass West,
Co. Galway. They are all but three iron objects, and they can be related to manual work.
As regards the Copper-Alloy finds, they all come from the same context and consist of a
plain button (find E3870:127:3) and two pins, one of which is ringed (find E3870:127).
Their provenance from C.127, a very disturbed backfill of the well area, doesn’t help in
determining a dating period for the finds. Both pins (see Plate 1 and 2), although nicely
worked, are probably quite modern, especially considering their association with modern
metals, pottery and clay pipe (all dated to the Early 20th Century).

Iron
Ring (E3870:5:1) Fe. D. 86.4 mm., Th. 4.96 mm. Incomplete. Probably part of an agricultural tool. Rectangular in section, smooth surface. Corroded.
Hook (E3870:1:2) Fe. L. 118.09 mm., W. 73 mm., Th. (in section) 5.6 mm. Incomplete.
Iron hook rectangular in section connected to an oval-shaped ring, circular in section.
Corroded.
Nail (E3870:1:1) Fe. L. 54 mm., D. (of shank) 4.7 mm., D. of head 8.8 mm. Complete.
Flat circular head. Shank circular in section. Shank straight. Corroded.
Nails (E3870:5:2) Fe. Average L. 42.2 mm., average Th. (of shank) 4.1 mm., average W.
of head 6.7 mm. Complete. Three iron nails. Flat rectangular head. Shanks rectangular
in section. Shanks straight. Corroded.
Nail (E3870:5:3) Fe. L. 53.3 mm., Th. (of shank) 4.6 mm., D. of head 8.6 mm. Incomplete. Flat circular head. Shank square in section Shank partially bent. Corroded.
Nail (E3870:127:5) Fe. L. 44.7 mm., Th. (of shank) 4.9 mm., W. of head 6.7 mm. Complete. Flat circular head. Shank square in section. Shank straight. Corroded.
Rivet (E3870:5:4) Fe. L. 45.7 mm., Th. (of shank) 4.48 mm. W. of head 12.55 mm. Complete. Flat rectangular head. Shank circular in section. Shanks slightly twisted. Corroded.
Horse Shoe (E3870:127:4) Fe. L. 76 mm., W. 45 mm., Th. 15.1 mm. Incomplete. Half
part missing. Small size. Very corroded.

Copper Alloy
Button (E3870:127:3) Cu. Alloy. L. 14.1 mm., Th. 1.5 mm. Complete. Flat roundedshaped button, plain surface.
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Plate 1: Copper-Alloy ringed pin (find E3870:127:1).

Plate 2: Copper-Alloy pin (find E3870:127:2).

Ringed Pin (E3870:127:1) Cu. Alloy. L. 65.6 mm., D. (of shaft) 2.2 mm., D. 6.05 (of
head). Complete?
Pin (E3870:127:2) Cu. Alloy. L. 66.4 mm., D. (of shaft) 1.55 mm. Incomplete. Headless.
Possible stick pin or needle. Shaft bent.
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Appendix 12 Clay pipes catalogue
The clay pipes fragments from Ballyglass West come from C.5 and C.127. Both features
are disturbed layers of silt mixed with boulders. Based on the group of modern finds associated with the above mentioned contexts and the stamped stem recovered from C.5
(E3870:5:7), the proposed date for the clay pipes assemblage is Early 20th Century.

Stems
Stem (E3870:5:7) L. 39.6 mm, D. 9.7 mm. Incomplete. Stem decorated on one side with
the stamp “LIMERICK” enclosed in a beaded rectangle with triangular short sides and a
pointed oval at each end.
Stem (E3870:5:8) L. 25 mm, D. 6.62 mm. Incomplete.
Stem (E3870:5:9) L. 32.2 mm, D. 6.9 mm. Incomplete.
Stem (E3870:127:6) L. 29.3 mm, D. 5.8 mm. Incomplete.
Stem (E3870:127:7) L. 26.9 mm, D. 6.1 mm. Incomplete.

Bowls*
Bowl fragment (E3870:5:6) L. 43.75 mm, W. 24.9 mm. Incomplete. Half part missing.
Spur missing. It appears to be a slightly bulbous bowl with plain rim.
* The diameter considered is the maximum diameter of the bowl. When the bowl lip is
present the diameter is taken on the rim of the bowl.
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