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iii Summary
This was a previously known classic kidney shaped burnt mound which was listed as a 
Recorded Monument (GA103:083). The site was located within the lands acquired for 
the N18 Oranmore to Gort scheme and was fully excavated. The large mound consisted 
of a series of deposits consistent with those from other burnt mounds. A single oval 
shaped trough was located partially under the mound and to the north-west of the ex-
pected trough location at the centre of the kidney shape. Some slag and a chert scraper 
(E3866:23:1) were recovered from stratified deposits within the mound. 

Townland Caherweelder
Parish Killeely
Barony Kiltartan
County Galway
Ministerial Order Number A045
E Number E3866
OS Map Sheet GA103
National Grid Reference 144599/216442
Elevation 26m O.D.
Site Type Burnt mound

Table	1	Site	Location	Details
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1 Introduction
This report constitutes the final excavation report of a previously recorded (GA103:083) 
burnt mound in the townland of Caherweelder, Co. Galway (Fig 1). The site was exca-
vated as part of the archaeological excavation programme in advance of construction for 
N18 Gort to Oranmore road scheme. The site was located within the lands acquired for 
the scheme and was identified during the EIS and was subject to archaeological testing at 
Phase 1 (E3692) in order to establish the full extent of the burnt mound deposits. 

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 approxi-
mately 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 Compul-
sory 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 exca-
vation of sites directly impacted 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.

Caherweelder 5, with the nearby Caherweelder 6, is located in an area of relatively 
good soil variability (Fig 6). In an area of 1 sq km around these sites there is a preva-
lence of deep well-drained mineral soil, with a relatively small percentage of shallow well-
drained soil (16.4%) and deep poorly drained mineral soil (about 4%). A comparison with 
the soils from the burnt mounds in the surrounding landscape shows a good degree of soil 
variability, although lower than the level in the majority of the sites examined.

Turloughs and swallow-holes are features of areas with an underlying limestone bed-
rock which enables the ground water and water table to produce sometimes perplexing 
drainage systems. A turlough is shown on the first edition Ordnance Survey map of the 
area directly to the east of the excavation site (Fig 3). The turlough appears to be fed by 
a spring marked as ‘Toberawoneen pool’. Water features appear to be a characteristic 
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Figure	1:	 Discovery	series	Ordnance	Survey	map	showing	the	route	of	the	new	N18	Oranmore	to	Gort	road	and	
the	location	of	all	the	excavation	sites�	The	excavation	site	at	Caherweelder	5	is	highlighted�
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of the surrounding landscape as a well marked as ‘William Connolly’s well is shown to 
the east of the turlough and to the south another small well is marked ‘Peter’s well’. A 
small spring to the south of the townland in close proximity to the lands acquired for 
the scheme is marked as ‘Pollbaun’. The second edition six inch and 25 inch Ordnance 
Survey maps shows a large drain running east from the site of ‘Connolly’s Well’(Fig 4 and 
5). The drain was probably inserted to drain the turlough and the water originating from 
‘Toberawoneen Pool’. The land commission subsequently excavated a deep field drain 
further to the south re-directing the earlier drain. This recent drain runs just to the south 
of the excavation area. 

Three wells are noted within the townland of Caherweelder, one of which, ‘Peter’s 
well’ (GA103:084), is a Recorded Monument and is located within the landsacquired for 
the scheme and has been the subject of an excavation. Peter’s Well is located to the south 
of the excavation area known as Caherweelder 5 (Figs 3 – 5). 

4 Archaeological and historical background
The townland name Caherweelder derives from the Irish Cathair Mhaoilir. The first part 
of the placename is easily resolved as stemming from caher or a ‘stone fort’ and the first 
edition Ordnance Survey map illustrates and names a stone fort as ‘Caherweelder’ at 
the centre of the townland. The second part of the placename Maoilir is less apparent. It 
could refer to a family name such as ‘Mulder’ which would translate as ‘Mulder’s stone 
fort’. Maoil in Irish means to overflow and could be related to the turlough at the centre 
of the townland. Another possibility is that it derives from Maethail meaning ‘soft land’ 
which would be equally apt or Maol meaning bald, as in bald/dilapidated structure (roof-
less), land or even bald (hornless) cattle (Joyce 1913 Vol I, 395).

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 ob-
jects have been found in Toberbrackan and Lavally and a Bronze Age cist and ‘food vessel 
urn’ was found in Moyveela (O’Sullivan 2006). 
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Figure	2:	 A	distribution	map	showing	the	location	of	prehistoric	sites	in	the	area	surrounding	the	site	at	Caher-
weelder	5�	It	is	based	on	the	RMP/SMR	map	GA103-12	data-set	which	has	been	overlaid	on	a	digital	eleva-
tion	model�
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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	GA103)�	The	excavation	site	at	Caherweelder	5	is	also	highlighted�



iSSUe 8: eaChtra JoUrnal - iSSn 2009-2237 Final arChaeologiCal exCavation report

6

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 shat-
tered 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 pro-
gramme of excavation in advance of construction on the N18 Oranmore to Gort road 
scheme has added further to the numbers of burnt mound sites in the area.

The distribution map of prehistoric recorded monuments shows a concentration of 
ring barrows located to the south of Craughwell (Fig 2). This is known as the Dunkel-
lin barrow group and has been studied by McCaffrey (1955). The Caherweelder burnt 
mound group is located just to the west of this concentration. 

5 Site description
The excavated site is located towards the northern end of Caherweelder townland  (Fig 
1 – 5). It lies just at Turloughtrasna cross roads. There are good views from the site to the 
east and south (Plate 1). The area is used as rough pasture land for grazing cattle and is 
divided by deep drainage ditches lined with post and wire fences. 

The excavation area lies to the south of a low, gorse covered, hill on the western edge 
of a turlough. The site is located adjacent to a deep drainage ditch which runs east-west 
and forms the southern extent of the area of excavation. The mound had a classic kidney 
shape and was up to 1 m high in places. Another recorded burnt mound (GA103:081) is 
located to the north-east just outside the lands acquired for the road project and a series 
of other excavation areas in Caherweelder townland ,including four other burnt mounds, 
are located to the north and south of the site. 

6 Methodology
An area measuring 200 sq m was stripped of sod and topsoil by hand. The site was then 
subjected to an intensive hand clean. 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. Two charcoal samples 
were sent for radiocarbon dating to Queen’s University in Belfast. The slag was examined 
by Dr Tim Young and the chert blade was examined by Dr Farina Sternke.
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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	
GA103-12)�	The	excavation	site	at	Caherweelder	5	is	also	highlighted�
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Figure	5:	 The	 route	 of	 the	 new	 N18	 Oranmore	 to	 Gort	 road	 overlaid	 on	 the	 RMP/SMR	 map	 GA103-12	 which	 is	
based	on	second	edition	Ordnance	Survey	map	(Sheet	GA103)�	
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7 Results of excavation 
The large classic kidney shaped mound measured 12.1 m north/south, had a maximum 
width of 9.2 m and was up to 1 m high. The mound consisted of a series of deposits 
consistent with prolonged use of the site as a location for burning stones to heat water. 
A single oval trough was located partly under the mound and to the north-west of the 
expected trough location at the centre of the kidney shape. Some animal bone, slag and 
a chert blade (E38666:23:1) were recovered from stratified deposits within the mound.

Mound area (m) Trough/Pit Shape Dimensions (m) Volume (m3)
12.1 x 9.2 x 1 C.20 Oval 2.15 x 1.3 x 0.3 0.83

Table	2	Dimensions	of	mound	and	troughs	at	Caherweelder	5

The mound and trough were functionally related, with the mound being formed both 
in the roasting of stones and in the emptying of the trough following a boiling episode.

7.1 Buried soil
The topsoil (C.1) had a maximum depth of 0.2 m and consisted of a mid-brown peat 
with no inclusions. A re-deposited topsoil (C.3) occurred along the western and northern 
perimeter of the mound and was a direct result of Land Commission works (pers comm. 
local farmer) and levelling of spoil heaps from the drainage ditch. This re-deposited top-

Plate	1:	 Looking	south	across	the	burnt	mound	after	topsoil	stripping	and	cleaning�
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soil overlay a peat layer (C.4) which was similar in composition and texture to the present 
day topsoil and had a maximum depth of 0.15 m. A soft and spongy dark brown clay 
peat (C.9), without inclusions occurred under the mound and above the glacial till. It had 
a maximum depth of 0.10 m. This deposit (C.9) possibly represents the original topsoil 
which had formed across the excavation area prior to the human activity on site repre-
sented by the burnt mound material. Underlying all of the above layers was the subsoil 
(C.2), which was a yellow/grey silty sand, with evidence of channels etched by ground 
water activity across its surface.

7.2 Upper mound deposits
The upper most mound deposit was a soft and spongy mid brownish black peaty silt (C.6) 
with frequent occurrence of sub-angular heat shattered small stones. It had a maximum 
depth of 0.15 m. This upper deposit covered a thicker deposit of soft dark greyish black 
peat (C.12) which contained moderate amounts of heat-shattered sub-angular and sub-
rounded medium and coarse pebbles and small stones. There were also occasional char-
coal flecks. A radiocarbon date from the Middle Bronze Age was obtained from a hazel 
charcoal fragment from this deposit. The deposit had a maximum depth of 0.50 m. 

Plate	2:	 The	east	facing	section	through	the	mound�
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Plate	3:	 The	west	facing	section	through	the	mound�

Plate	4:	 The	southern	half	of	the	west	facing	section�	The	lower	dark	black	deposit	(C�5)	is	clearly	visible	
above	the	original	buried	soil	(C�9)�
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7.3 Southern mound deposits
Within the southern half of the kidney shaped mound, underneath the upper mound de-
posits, was a layer of large heat-affected, sub-rounded stones (C.7), with the average size of 
these stones being 0.85 m. All of the stones in this deposit showed signs of fracture caused 
by rapid heating and cooling and have also been subjected to calcium carbonate forma-
tion. The deposit was devoid of soil. Under this was a deposit of large heat-affected stones 
within a matrix of light orange/brown silty clay (C.8), the maximum depth of which 
was 0.22 m. Below this were two deposits. The first was a deposit of dark brownish black 
peat (C.11) which contained occasional inclusions of sub-angular fine pebbles and small 
stones. The second was a 0.15 m deep layer of bluish grey silty clay (C.10) with a medium 
density of partly decayed, heat-affected stones. Underlying these two deposits were three 
deposits (C.24, C.25 and C.26) of peat with inclusions of angular and sub-angular peb-
bles varying slightly in colour and size and type of pebble and stone inclusions. All three 
deposits included charcoal flecks.

7.4 Northern mound deposits
Within the northern half of the kidney shaped mound, underneath the upper mound 
deposits, was a deposit of blue/white silt (C.13) with frequent occurrence of heat-shattered 
sub-angular and sub-rounded coarse pebbles ands small to medium stones. The deposit 
had a maximum depth of 0.10 m and contained some slag. Below this was a mid brown 
silty clay (C.14) with a high density of heat-shattered sub-angular and sub-rounded coarse 
pebbles and small to large stones. The layer reached a maximum depth of 0.50 m and 
contained some animal bone and slag. A dark brown peat (C.23) underlay the silty clay 
(C.14) and contained moderate to frequent amounts of heat-affected angular and sub-
angular coarse pebbles and small to medium stones. It reached a maximum depth of 0.30 
m and a piece of worked chert was recovered from the deposit.

7.5 Lower mound deposits
Underlying the main mound deposits in the northern half of the mound was a mid grey 
sandy clay (C.15) with a medium density of heat affected angular and sub-angular coarse 
pebbles and small to medium stones. This deposit had a maximum depth of 0.30 m and 
some slag was recovered from it during the excavation. In the southern half of the mound 
a dark black peat (C.27) with moderate occurrence of heat affected angular and sub-
angular coarse pebbles and small to medium stones was identified towards the base. This 
deposit had occasional charcoal flecks. A radiocarbon date from the Early Bronze Age 
was obtained form a hazel charcoal sample taken from this deposit. Both of these depos-
its partly overlay a deposit of dark black clay (C.5) with moderate amounts of small and 
medium charcoal flecks. Some animal bone was also recovered from this deposit. These 
lower deposits all overlay a layer which possibly represent the prehistoric topsoil (C.9). 
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Figure	8:	 Post-excavation	plan	of	the	site�
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7.6 Trough
A trough (C.20) was located 1.5 m from the centre of the mound, partly underlying the 
lowest mound deposit (C.5) in the north-eastern quadrant. It measured 2.15 m east to 
west by 1.30 m north to south. The trough had a maximum capacity of 0.83 cubic metres 
(830 litres). The upper fill of the trough was a black peat layer without inclusions (C.16). 
Underlying this was a lens of fine silty, gritty material (C.19) with a maximum depth 
of 0.05 m, perhaps representing a boiling layer. The trough was lined with mid greyish 
black clay (C.17); similar to the original topsoil (C.9), with a maximum depth of 0.05 m. 
A piece of timber was recovered from the bottom of the trough (C.18). If layer C.19 is a 
primary boiling layer it seems likely that the trough was not originally lined in timber or 
stone. It is possible it was clay-lined only. A layer, measuring 2 m east to west by 0.95 m 
north to south, of light yellowish grey sand (C.28) was located immediately to the north 
of the trough. 

Plate	5:	 Looking	east	at	the	trough	(C�20)	prior	to	excavation�
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Figure	9:	 Interpretive	post-excavation	plan	of	the	site�
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Plate	6:	 The	excavated	trough	(C�20)	with	the	up-cast	mound	(C�28)	visible	to	the	north�

Plate	7:	 Looking	south-east	across	the	site	of	the	burnt	mound	after	excavation�
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8 Charred plant remains
The sieved flots from 12 of the Caherweelder 5 samples were examined by Mary Dillon. 
Only one degraded cereal seed was found. 

9 Charcoal
In all, 122 fragments of charcoal were analysed from five samples. The samples came from 
the burnt mound material (C.12, C.27 and C.5) and the trough (C.16 and C.19). The 
basal layer of the trough C.19 contained only two fragments of charcoal. All of the other 
samples were rich in charcoal and contained at least three wood types. 

Hazel (Corylus avellana) dominated the samples and accounts for 60% of the charcoal 
fragments identified. Hazel was commonly found on burnt mound sites excavated along 
the Gas Pipeline to the West (O’Donnell 2007). It is also the most common wood type 
recovered from the Caherweelder burnt mound sites, where pomoideae, oak, ash and 
alder were also common. This would suggest that these were the most common trees 
growing in the area at the time. The fact that no two charcoal assemblages from the 
Caherweelder group had the very same results implies that the wood was selected on the 
basis of what was growing near-by and not on the basis of which wood or woods were 
culturally important.

10 Lithics 
The lithics assemblage was examined by Farina Sternke (Appendix 5). A Neolithic convex 
end scraper (E3866:23:1) was recovered from a mound layer.

11 Slag
The slag identified during the excavation was examined by Tim Young (Appendix 6).
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12 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 two deposits. A Middle 
Bronze Age date was obtained from one of the upper mound deposits (C.12). An Early 
Bronze Age date was obtained from a peaty deposit (C.27) towards the base of the mound.

Lab. Code Context Sample Material Years BP δ 13 C 1 sigma 
calibrated 
BC

2 sigma 
calibrated 
BC

Period

UB-11280 Layer of 
Burnt 
Mound 
(C.12)

7 Charcoal:
Hazel, 1 
frag,  0.5g

2872± 22 
BP

-23.7 1111–1102 
1084–1064
1057–1006

1125–976 
952–947

Middle
Bronze
Age

UB-11281 Layer of 
Burnt 
Mound 
(C.27)

22 Charcoal:
Hazel, 1 
frag,  1.4g

3538±23 
BP

-26.9 cal BC 
1922–1877 
1841–1823
1796–1782

cal BC
1944–
1865 
1849–1773

Early
Bronze
Age

Table	3:	Caherweelder	5	Radiocarbon	dates
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13 Discussion
Burnt mounds are the most common Bronze Age sites found in Ireland. Estimates sug-
gest that at least 4,500 examples are known (Power et al 1997) and this number is con-
tinuously growing as sites continue to be identified during archaeological field work. The 
characteristic site-type is found in low-lying and damp ground and consists of a mound of 
charcoal-rich black sediment that is packed with heat shattered stones and forms a horse-
shoe shape around a pit or trough that filled with water. In many cases all that survives to 
the present day are black charcoal rich deposits with fragments of shattered stones visible 
in ploughed fields.

These sites are associated with the process of roasting stones to heat water. The remains 
of these ‘pyrolithic technologies’ (terminology follows Ó Néill 2004) produce the tell-tale 
deposits rich in charcoal and heat-affected stone. Debate continues about their use, as hot 
water is required for many processes including cooking, brewing, washing, dyeing and, 
most recently it has been argued that some burnt mounds were primarily used to boil and 
cure meat for long term storage (Roycroft 2006).

Traditionally these sites have been interpreted as ancient cooking places, where large 
stones were heated in fires and then added to the water filled trough the extreme heat 
of the stones eventually heating the water in the trough until it reached boiling point. 
Experimental cooking at reconstructed sites such as Ballyvourney (O’Kelly 1954) has 
demonstrated that meat wrapped in straw and placed into a boiling trough can be cooked 
quite effectively. The perceived lack of any animal bones from these excavated sites has 
been used as an argument against this theory. More recently however there is a growing 
corpus of sites which have produced animal bone (Tourunen 2008) and all of the burnt 
mound sites excavated during the N18 Oranmore to Gort project have produced animal 
bone, all be it in very small quantities. 

The traditional perception of the burnt mound site is that they are isolated features on 
the landscape situated on marginal ground away from settlement. Recent studies however 
are requiring a re-evaluation of this perception. Excavations along the route of the N25 
Kilmacthomas realignment in Co. Waterford produced evidence for a burnt mound site 
(Ahanglogh) which was repeatedly used in the Early Bronze Age. Some Early Bronze Age 
dates from a nearby settlement site suggest that there may have been an overlap in occupa-
tion. (Johnston et al 2008). A similar discovery was made at Cloghers II, Co. Kerry where 
Beaker settlement was found in close association with and proximity to an Early Bronze 
Age burnt mound (Kiely and Dunne 2005). The recent publication on the archaeology 
of Clare Island has also established the intimate relationship between burnt mounds and 
settlement areas (Gosling 2007). Surveys on Clare Island highlighted the spatial associa-
tion of the identified burnt mounds with enclosures, houses and huts and boundary walls. 

Up to recently comparatively few burnt mound sites had been excavated in County 
Galway. The excavations data-set listed only 18 excavations of burnt mounds/fulachta 
fiadh in the county prior to 2006 (Bennett 1970–2003). The published archaeological 
inventories for the county record only six examples from the west of the county and 17 in 
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the north. Large scale archaeological works such as those associated with the N6 Galway 
to Ballinasloe road scheme suggest that the numbers recorded are under representative: 
the N6 archaeological works identified thirteen burnt mound sites. However work associ-
ated with the gas pipeline to the west revealed only 1 new burnt mound site in Co. Gal-
way (Grogan et al 2007). The inventory for the south of the county is not yet published 
but a look at the distribution map based on the Recorded Monument  data would suggest 
that the numbers are significantly higher in the southern portion of the county. Archaeo-
logical investigations on the N18 from Oranmore to Gort and from Gort to Crusheen 
bear out this impression of under representation. A total of 12 burnt mounds including 
Caherweelder 5 were excavated on the Gort to Oranmore section while 27 burnt mound 
sites were excavated on the N18 Gort to Crusheen section by Irish Archaeological Con-
sultancy Ltd.

Site Name E No. Radiocarbon date (2 
sigma) cal BC

Period

Ballinillaun 1 E3888 1260– 1228
1220–1108
1105–1055

MBA

Ballinillaun 2 E3886 1912–1876
1842–1821
1797–1781

EBA

Ballyglass west E3870 1411–1290
1280–1270

MBA

1687–1602
1591–1532 

EBA

1740–1703
1699–1618

EBA

1125 – 978 MBA
Caherweelder 1 E3880 974–957 

941–831
LBA

1038–1034
1028–901

LBA

Caherweelder 2 E3890 1192–1174
1164–1143
1132–1005

MBA

1294–1124 MBA
Caherweelder 3 E3889 1668–1501 EBA

1448–1370 
1351–1316

MBA

Caherweelder 5 E3866 1125–976
952–947

MBA

1944–1865 
1849–1773

EBA

Caherweelder 6 E3871 2195–2174 2145–
2119 2096–2040

EBA

Coldwood E3887 Unknown
Moyveela 1 E3883 731–691 

660–652 
544–406

LBA

Moyveela 2 E3884 1010–909 LBA
894–873 
846–798

LBA
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Roevehagh 1 E3885 976–952 
948–832

LBA

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

The burnt mound site known as Caherweelder 5 is located on low ground on the west-
ern edge of a turlough. This preference for wetland margins has been consistently noted 
by other commentators (Gowen et al 2005 and Grogan 2007). Grogan (2007) states that 
in the ‘Mooghaun area of south-east Clare the majority of fulachta fiadh occur along the 
margins of turloughs, bogs and marshy areas’. The burnt mound sites at Moyveela (to the 
north) which were excavated as part of the same programme of excavations had a similar 
location on slightly raised ground on the edge of a turlough.

Clustering of burnt mound sites is also a feature of this type site which has been de-
scribed by many commentators (Grogan 2007, Waddell 2000 and Gosling 2007). This 
clustering of burnt mound sites along with the large size of some examples has led Wad-
dell to believe that ‘they were an integrated part of a wider settlement pattern. The five 
excavated burnt mounds in Caherweelder along with the previously recorded example 
(GA103:081) located outside the CPO reveal a small cluster of these sites along the west-
ern edge of a turlough and in low lying rough pasture prone to flooding. A similar cluster 
of burnt mound sites was also revealed in Moyveela townland to the north. The well 
studied Dunkellin Bronze Age barrow concentration is located on slightly higher ground 
just to the east of the Caherweelder burnt mound concentration which is reflective of 
significant Bronze Age activity in the general area and would appear to substantiate the 
theory of these sites forming part of an integrated settlement pattern.

A statistical cluster analysis has been applied to the entire set of burnt mounds recov-
ered on a study area around the N18 OG project and the results show a multiscalar high 
level of clustering for this type of site. Consideration of the burnt mound distribution 
from a landscape perspective, Caherweelder 5 belongs to one of the clusters with the most 
number of sites identified in the area. The cluster is composed of nine sites, four previ-
ously known Recorded Monuments and five newly recorded sites. At a larger scale an ad-
ditional level of clustering is apparent, showing three groups of two or three sites (Fig 7).

Cluster Site quantity Area enclosed Density
per sq. km.

Sites
mean distance

Minimum 
distance

Maximum 
distance

2 9 2.2 sq. km. 4 1.2 km. 20 m. 3.4 km.
2a 3 179 m. 78 m. 268 m.
2b 3 0.002 sq. km. 96 m. 48 m. 132 m.
2c 2 20 m.

Table	5:	Summary	of	cluster	analysis

The large upstanding mound at Caherweelder 5 is indicative of repeated and pro-
longed use of the site. Taken in conjunction with the other burnt mounds in close prox-
imity, this argues for an intensive use of the marginal ground on the edge of a turlough 
during the Bronze Age. The radiocarbon dates from the site verify this impression as the 
dates range form the Early Bronze Age into the Middle Bronze Age. Unlike the burnt 
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mound at Ballyglass West, where the mound appears to have been disturbed the radio-
carbon dates respect the recorded startigraphy with the earlier date coming from one of 
the lower mound deposits.

The lithic find from the archaeological excavation at Caherweelder 5 is a Neolithic 
chert scraper.  A small number of lithics were recovered from five of the other burnt 
mound sites.

Site Name E No. Material Type Period Sub-Period Comment
Caherweelder 7 E3826:3:1 Chert Hone Stone? Bronze Age  smoothened 

and worn all 
around

Ballyglass West E3870:11:1 Chert Blade Mesolithic Early single
Caherweelder 6 E3871:5:1 Chert Retouched 

Artefact
Mesolithic Late blade 

point, not 
butt-trimmed

Coldwood E3887:4:1 Chert Flake Neolithic Beaker
Coldwood E3887:5:1 Chert Flake Neolithic Beaker
Coldwood E3887:5:3 Flint Retouched 

Artefact
Neolithic Beaker b&t 

arrowhead
Ballinalliun 1 E3888:3:1 Chert Flake Neolithic single
Caherweelder 5 E3866:23:1 Chert Retouched 

Artefact
Neolithic convex end 

scraper
Table	6:	Lithic	finds	from	some	of	the	burnt	mound	sites	on	the	N18	Gort	to	Oranmore

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 (Wood-
man 2006), a pattern that is replicated elsewhere in Ireland.

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 2005). However, 
Early Bronze Age dates were returned from four of the nine fulachta fiadh sites excavated 
along the route of the N25 Kilmacthomas realignment (Johnston et al. 2008) and a burnt 
mound site at Doughiska, Co. Galway yielded a Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age date 
(O’Sullivan 2006, 192).

The radiocarbon dates, from two layers of the mound, from Caherweelder 5 suggest 
that the site was used over a period of time during the Early and Middle Bronze Age. In 
all 20 radiocarbon dates were obtained from the burnt mound sites, on this route, ranging 
from the Early Bronze Age (cal BC 1740–1703 at Ballyglass West) to the Later Bronze 
Age (cal BC 731–406 at Moyveela 1).

The site of Caherweelder 5 and the other excavated and recorded burnt mound sites 
in the townland highlights the 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. 
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Appendix 1  Context register

Please see attached CD for Context Register.
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Appendix 2  Stratigraphic matrix
.
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Appendix 3  Groups and subgroups

Natural Deposits – Group 1

Topsoil – Subgroup 1001

Context Number - C.1

Description 
This was a firm dark brown peat with occasional inclusion of coarse pebbles. This layer 
had a maximum depth of 0.15 m.

Interpretation
This was the topsoil which had formed across the site.

Redeposited topsoil - Subgroup 1002

Context number - C.3

Description 
This layer was a firm light brown silty clay with frequent angular and sub-angular pebbles 
and stones up to 0.6 m large. The layer had a maximum depth of 0.4m.

Interpretation
This represented a mixture of topsoil and subsoil material which occurred along the west-
ern and northern edges of the site and was probably deposited as a result of land reclama-
tion works.

Modern Buried Topsoil – Subgroup 1003

Context number - C.4

Description 
This was a firm dark brown peat with moderate inclusion of rounded fine pebbles.

Interpretation
This represented a layer of peat which had formed across the site before the disturbance 
probably due to land reclamation work.

Early Buried Topsoil – Subgroup 1004

Context Number - C.9
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Description 
This was a soft and spongy dark brown clayey peat, without inclusions. The layer occurred 
under the mound and above the subsoil. It had a maximum depth of 0.10m.

Interpretation
This was a layer of 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 1005

Context Number - C.2

Description
This was a compact light yellowish grey silty sand without any inclusions.

Interpretation
This was the subsoil which had formed across the excavation area. 

Burnt Mound Material – Group 2

Upper Mound Deposits – Subgroup 2001

Context Numbers – C.6 and C.12

Description
The upper most mound deposit was a soft and spongy mid brownish black peaty silt (C.6) 
with frequent occurrence of sub-angular heat shattered small stone’s. It had a maximum 
depth of 0.15 m. This upper deposit covered a thicker deposit of soft dark greyish black 
peat (C.12) which contained moderate amounts of heat shattered sub-angular and sub-
rounded medium and coarse pebbles and small stones. There were also occasional char-
coal flecks. The deposit had a maximum depth of 0.50 m. 

Interpretation
The upper deposits covered both the northern and southern extents of the overall mound. 
The material was the discarded product of a technology which used hot stones to heat 
water. 

Southern Mound Deposits – Subgroup 2001

Context Numbers – C.7, C.8, C.11, C.10, C.24, C.25 and C.26 
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Description
Within the southern half of the kidney shaped mound, underneath the upper mound 
deposits was a layer of large heat-affected, sub-rounded stones (C.7), with the average size 
of these stones being 0.85 m. All of the stones in this deposit showed signs of fracture 
caused by rapid heating and cooling and have also been subjected to calcium carbonate 
formation. The deposit was devoid of soil. Under this was a deposit of large heat-affected 
stones within a matrix of light orangish brown silty clay (C.8), the maximum depth of 
which was 0.22 m. Below this were two deposits. The first was a deposit of dark brown-
ish black peat (C.11) which contained occasional inclusions of sub-angular fine pebbles 
and small stones and the second was a 0.15 m deep layer of bluish grey silty clay (C.10) 
with a medium density of partially decayed, heat-affected stones. Underlying these two 
deposits were three deposits (C.24, C.25 and C.26) of peat with inclusions of angular 
and sub-angular pebbles varying slightly in colour and size and type of pebble and stone 
inclusions. All three deposits included charcoal flecks.

Interpretation
All of these deposits are associated with the use of the site as a place where hot stones were 
used to heat water. 

Northern Mound Deposits – Subgroup 2002

Context Numbers – C.13, C.14 and C.23

Description
Within the northern half of the kidney shaped mound, underneath the upper mound 
deposits was a deposit of mid bluish white slightly peaty silt (C.13) with frequent oc-
currence of heat shattered sub-angular and sub-rounded coarse pebbles ands small to 
medium stones. The deposit had a maximum depth of 0.10m and contained some slag. 
Below this was a mid brown silty clay (C.14) with a high density of heat shattered sub-
angular and sub-rounded coarse pebbles and small to large stones. The layer reached a 
maximum depth of 0.50m and contained some animal bone and slag. A dark brown peat 
(C.23) underlay the silty clay (C.14) and contained moderate to frequent amounts of heat 
affected angular and sub-angular coarse pebbles and small to medium stones. It reached 
a maximum depth of 0.30m and a piece of worked chert was recovered from the deposit.

Interpretation
All of these deposits are associated with the use of the site as a place where hot stones 
were used to heat water. The recovery of slag, animal bone and worked chert from these 
deposits marks them out as interesting. 
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Lower Mound Deposits – Subgroup 2003

Context Numbers C.15, C.27 and C.5

Description
Underlying the main mound deposits in the northern half of the mound was a mid grey 
sandy clay (C.15) with a medium density of heat affected angular and sub-angular coarse 
pebbles and small to medium stones. This deposit had a maximum depth of 0.30 m and 
some slag was recovered from it during the excavation. In the southern half of the mound 
a dark black peat (C.27) with moderate occurrence of heat affected angular and sub-
angular coarse pebbles and small to medium stones was identified towards the base. This 
deposit had occasional charcoal flecks. Both of these deposits partly overlay a deposit of 
dark black clay (C.5) with moderate amounts of small and medium charcoal flecks. Some 
animal bone was also recovered from this deposit.

Interpretation
The two deposits with heat affetcted stone probable represent the detritus of the first use 
of hot stone technology at the site. The thin spread of underlying charcoal rich clay may 
be the remains of the hearth or fire used to heat the stones. These lower deposits all overly 
a layer which possibly represent the original topsoil (C.9) prior to the use of the area to 
heat water with using hot stones. 

Trough - Group 3
Context Numbers - C.20, C.16, C.17, C.18, C.19 and C.28

Description
A possible trough (C.20) was located 1.5 m from the centre of the mound, partially un-
derlying the lowest mound deposit (C.5) in the north-eastern quadrant. It measured 2.15 
m east to west by 1.30 m north to south. The upper fill of the trough was a black peat 
layer without inclusions (C.16). Underlying this was a lens of fine silty, gritty material 
(C.19) with a maximum depth of 0.05 m. The trough was lined with mid greyish black 
clay (C.17); similar to the original topsoil (C.9), with a maximum depth of 0.05 m. A 
piece of timber was recovered from the bottom of the trough (C.18). A mound measuring 
2 m east to west by 0.95 m north to south of light yellowish grey sand (C.28) was located 
immediately to the north of the trough. 

Interpretation
This was a trough associated with the use of hot stones to heat water. The associated 
mound seemed to be composed of B horizon material and possibly resulted from the 
original excavation of the subsoil (C.2) to form the trough.
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Appendix 4  Charcoal analysis

By Mary Dillon

Introduction 
This report gives the results of the analysis of charcoal from samples taken during excava-
tion at Caherweelder 5 (E3866) in Co. Galway. The excavation found a burnt mound site. 
There were five other burnt mound sites from Caherweelder. The samples came from the 
burnt mound material and fill of a trough. The samples from this site contained charcoal 
and land molluscs, as well as one incidence of plant remains. 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 Schweingruber (1990) 
was consulted. The number and weight of fragments were recorded for each wood type.  

Results
In all, 122 fragments of charcoal were analysed from five samples. All of the samples had 
charcoal that was suitable for AMS dating. Hazel was present in all the samples and this 
is recommended and marked as suitable for submitting for dating as it has a lifespan of 
just 80 years. 

In Figs. 1 and 2 percentage frequencies of the various wood types, based on fragment 
count and dry weight respectively, are shown. Hazel was the most common wood type at 
60%. Ash, (12%), alder (11%) pomoideae (9%), oak (7%), and willow/aspen (1%), were 
also present (see Fig. 1, Table 1). When the results of percentage weight are taken into 
account the results change slightly (Fig. 2, Table 2.). The main difference is that alder 
increases in importance (from 11% to 21%).

Discussion
The samples came from the burnt mound material (three samples) and a trough (two sam-
ples). The basal layer of the trough C19 contained only two fragments of charcoal. All of 
the other samples were rich in charcoal and contained at least three wood types. 

Hazel (Corylus avellana) dominated the samples and accounts for 60% of the charcoal 
fragments identified. It was present in all of the samples. Hazel was widely exploited in 
both prehistory and historical times for its nutritious nuts and supple rods which were 
widely used for building. Its multi-stemmed growth form makes it relatively easy to cut 
and there are normally substantial quantities of dead wood available near ground level. It 
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is one of the more frequent native trees growing in south Co. Galway today. Hazel was 
commonly found on burnt mound sites excavated along the Gas Pipeline to the West 
(O’Donnell 2007). It is also the most common wood type recovered from the Caher-
weelder burnt mound sites. While five other wood types are present in the samples, it is 
clear that hazel was the most popular wood used for burning at this burnt mound site.

Ash
12%

Alder
11%

Pomoideae
9%

Oak
7%

Willow /aspen
1%

Hazel
60%

Fig�	1�	Percentage	fragment	frequency

Hazel
64%

Ash
6% Willow /aspen

1%

Alder
21%

Pomoideae
4%

Oak
4%

Fig�	2�	Percentage	weight	

Context and 
sample

Hazel Oak Pomoideae Alder Ash Willow/Aspen

C19, S12 2      
C12, S7 13 3 8  6  
C5, S2 21   8  1
C27, S22 15 3  5 7  
C16, S4 22 3 3  2  

Table	1�	Charcoal	fragments	sorted	by	sample	and	wood	type
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Context and 
sample

Hazel Oak Pomoideae Alder Ash Willow/aspen

C19, S12 0.1      
C12, S7 0.5 0.3 0.4  0.3  
C5, S2 6.1   2.5  0.2
C27, S22 1.4 0.1  1.0 0.5  
C16, S4 2.5 0.3 0.3  0.2  

Table	2�	Charcoal	weight	sorted	by	sample	and	wood	type

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, and she suggests that a selection process of some kind was in 
place. 

At other Co. Galway burnt mound sites, e.g. Cooltymurraghy, Urraghy and Barna-
cragh, the charcoal results were similar to those from O’Donnell’s studies (Dillon 2007a, 
2007b, 2007c). However, not all burnt mound sites produce the same results. At nearby 
site Ballyglass West, Co. Galway the burnt mound samples did not display the typical ha-
zel/alder/ash and oak combination (Dillon, 2008). Rather there was a larger array of trees 
represented including pomoideae, Prunus, yew, willow/aspen and birch. Hazel, pomoid-
eae, oak, ash and alder were the most common wood types identified at the Caherweelder 
burnt  mound sites. This would suggest that these were the most common trees growing 
in the area at the time. The fact that no two charcoal assemblages from the group had the 
very same results implies that the wood was selected on the basis of what was growing 
near-by and not on the basis of which wood or woods were culturally important.

Conclusion
The samples from Caherweelder 5 burnt mound site were rich in charcoal and were domi-
nated by hazel.



iSSUe 8: eaChtra JoUrnal - iSSn 2009-2237 Final arChaeologiCal exCavation report

36

References
Dillon, M 2007a. Analysis of charcoal from Cooltymurraghy, Co. Galway. Unpublished 

technical report produced for Eachtra Archaeological Projects.

Dillon, M 2007b. Analysis of charcoal from Urraghry, Co. Galway. Unpublished 
technical report produced for Eachtra Archaeological Projects.

Dillon, M 2007c. Analysis of charcoal from Barnacragh, Co. Galway. Unpublished 
technical report produced for Eachtra Archaeological Projects.

Grosser D 1977. Die Hölzer Mitteleuropas. Springer, Berlin

O’Donnell, L 2007. ‘Charcoal analysis’ In: Grogan, E., O’Donnell, L. and Johnston, P., 
The Bronze Age Landscapes of the Pipeline to the West: an integrated archaeological 
and environmental assessment. Wordwell books, Dublin.

Preston C.D, Pearman D.A, Dines T.D (eds.) 2002. New atlas of the British and Irish 
flora. Oxford University Press, Oxford

Schweingruber, F.H 1990. Mircoscopic Wood Anatomy. Swiss Federal Institute for Forest, 
Snow and Landscape Research, Birmensdorf.

Webb D.A, Parnell J., Doogue D 1996. An Irish flora, 7th edn. Dundalgan Press, 
Dundalk

Wilmanns O., Brun-Hool J 1982. ‘Irish Mantel and Saum vegetation.’ In: J. White (ed.) 
Studies on Irish vegetation, Royal Dublin Society, Dublin, 167-174



Caherweelder 5-e3866    http://eachtra.ie/index.php/journal/e3866-caherweelder5-co-galway/ 

37

Appendix 5  Lithics report

Dr. Farina Sternke

Introduction
There was one lithic find from the archaeological excavation of a burnt mound site at 
Caherweelder 5, Co. Galway (Table 1). 

Find N
um

ber

C
ontext

M
aterial

Type

C
ondition

C
ortex

Length (m
m

)

W
idth (m

m
)

T
hickness (m

m
)

C
om

plete

R
etouch

E3866:23:1 23 Chert Retouched 
Artefact

Slightly 
Rolled

No 23 23 3 Yes distal inverse 
semiabrupt

Table	1			Composition	of	the	Lithic	Assemblage	from	Caherweelder	5	(E3866)

Quantification
The lithic is a flaked piece of chert.

Provenance
The find was recovered from a layer (C23).

Condition
The lithic survives in slightly rolled and complete condition.

Technology/Morphology
The artefact is a retouched single platform flake which may have been used as a convex 
end scraper. It measures 23 mm long and 23 mm wide and 3 mm thick.

Dating 
The possible scraper is technologically diagnostic and most likely dates to the Neolithic 
period.

Conservation
Lithics do not require specific conservation, but should be stored in a dry, stable environ-
ment. 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
Recent excavations in the south-east of Ireland reveal the presence of small lithic assem-
blages found in association with burnt mounds, e.g. the N25 Waterford By-Pass (Wood-
man 2006), a pattern that is now being replicated elsewhere in Ireland, including for this 
route in Co. Galwat.

Conclusion
The lithic find from the archaeological excavation at Caherweelder 5, Co. Galway is a 
possible Neolithic convex end scraper.  

This site makes a minor contribution to the evidence for prehistoric settlement and 
land use in Co. Galway.

Recommendations for Illustration
Possible Convex End Scraper (E3866:23:1)
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