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Summary
The site was a recorded early medieval enclosure or cashel (GA113:121) which was depicted 
on the first edition Ordnance Survey map of the area. The site was levelled and destroyed 
by land clearance in recent decades and was not visible above ground. The remains of a 
small 19th-century farmstead are located just to the east of the site. The footprint of the 
cashel was identified during the excavation as a doughnut-shaped rise in the natural sub-
soil. Some remains of the original cashel wall survived below one of the field boundaries 
that intersect the site. A possible entrance was also identified. The stone-built field walls 
represent townland boundaries dividing Drumharsna North, Drumharsna South and 
Owenbristy. Analysis of the animal bone, plant remains and charcoal from the site was 
undertaken and the finds were also assessed. The find and sample assemblages from the 
site were mixed with material relating to the nearby post-medieval settlement.  

Townland Drumharsna South/
Owenbristy

Parish Ardrahan
Barony Dunkellin
County Galway
Ministerial Directions A045
E Number E3872
OS Map Sheet GA113
National Grid Reference 143182/211382
Elevation 30.4 m OD
Site Type Destroyed cashel
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1 Introduction
This report constitutes the final excavation report for a destroyed and levelled cashel that 
straddles the boundary between Drumharsna South and Owenbristy townlands in Co. 
Galway (Fig 1). The site was excavated as part of the archaeological excavation programme 
in advance of construction for the N18 Oranmore to Gort road scheme. The site was a 
recorded monument (GA113:121) located within the lands acquired for the new road. The 
excavation revealed the footprint of the cashel wall, which had an entrance to the south.

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 Com-
pulsory Purchase Order (CPO) published by Galway County Council on 1st August 
2006. Eachtra Archaeological Projects was commissioned by Galway County Council to 
undertake Phase 1 archaeological testing and Phase 2 excavation of sites directly affected 
by the proposed development

3 Topography, geology and hydrology
Drumharsna South lies within the bogland and moraine division of the Central Lowlands, 
bounded to the north by the drumlin belt and to the south by the hill and vale area. These 
lowlands are underlain by Carboniferous limestone interspersed with a number of isolated 
mountain outcrops formed over lower deposits of Devonian Old Red sandstone. A thin 
layer of grey-brown podzolics and shallow brown earth covers the underlying limestone 
bedrock across the majority of this area. Some of the surrounding fields have sufficient 
topsoil for tillage purposes.

Drumharsna South is situated to the west of Ardrahan in south Co. Galway. The 
landscape is gently undulating and divided by simple drystone walls. The site itself lies 
on the summit of a gentle rise. There are good views from the site to the west towards the 
Burren hills and to the east towards the Slieve Aughty uplands. The terrain to the imme-
diate south and south-east of the site is dominated by a typical karst landscape with open 
limestone pavements covered in hazel scrub (Plate 1). 

A turlough or seasonal lake is located to the north of the site along the townland 
boundary separating Drumharsna North, Owenbristy and Killeenhugh.  
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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	Drumharsna	South	is	highlighted�
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4 Archaeological and historical background
The cashel straddles the townland boundary between Drumharsna South and Owen-
bristy and its footprint also lies partly within the townland of Drumharsna North. The 
cashel has been designated throughout the archaeological investigations, including the 
original Environmental Impact Statement, as being within the townland of Drumharsna 
South. The Irish name for Drumharsna is Droim Tharsna which can be translated as the 
cross ridge. Presumably the ridge is recognised as higher, more traversable ground. The 
name refers to the long low ridge the crest of which was the location for the cashel. The 
townland name Owenbristy would appear to translate from its present anglicised form 
into Abhainn Briste or Broken River. This name derives from a wide seasonal stream 
which connects two seasonal lakes or turloughs. In early spring a turlough in Killeen-
hugh overflows its natural basin and flows as a stream into the neighbouring turlough in 
Owenbristy. When the turloughs recede the stream is ‘broken’, hence the name Abhainn 
Briste or Owenbristy 

The origins of the townland of Drumharsna South and Owenbristy do not appear 
to be of great antiquity. However the townland of Drumharsna, which was divided into 
two townlands by the Trenches in the 18th century and is recorded as far back as AD 
1320 when it was held by Gilbert Valens, a tenant in fee to De Burgo (Knox 1915, 172). 
Owenbristy townland may have been formed in the late 18th-century when increased 
population often lead to the creation of new townlands. The small group of houses in 
Owenbristy marked on the first edition of the Ordnance Survey may be a reflection of 

Plate	1:	 Typical	 hazel	 scrub	 and	 karst	 landscape	 located	 to	 the	 south	 and	 south-west	 of	 the	 site	 at	
Drumharsna	South�
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this increased population. It is probable that the townland of Owenbristy was formed and 
Drumharsna was spilt into north and south divisions sometime during the 18th-century.

Ringforts and cashels are the classic early medieval (c. AD 500 - 1100) settlement 
type, and are among the most common archaeological monuments in the country. Ring-
forts consist of circular areas, defined by banks and external ditches, and excavation of-
ten reveals the remains of dwelling houses and outbuildings for extended families. Ó 
Ríordáin (1942) described the ringfort as ‘a space most frequently circular, surrounded by 
a bank and fosse or simply by a rampart of stone’. In areas where there is little field stone, 
the banks are generally of earth, while in stony areas, the banks may be of stone, with 
either stone-cut ditches, or no ditch at all. Those with earthen banks are referred to as 
raths, while those with stone banks are known as cashels. Cashels tend to be much smaller 
then earthen examples typically measuring 15–25 m in diameter (Stout 1997,16). Accord-
ing to Stout (1997, 20) ringforts were not built to repel prolonged sieges, or designed to 
annex territories and populations but rather to repel the lightning cattle raids, which were 
endemic during the Early Christian period in Ireland. They are generally viewed as rep-
resenting the homesteads of the free social classes as recorded in the 7th/8th-century law 
tracts in early medieval Ireland. Upon archaeological excavation, they have generally been 
dated to the second half of the first millennium AD. The majority of cashels are located 
in western Ireland where stone was abundant as a resource.

Stout (1997, 99) has shown that a pocket of dense ringfort settlement exists on the 
shallow brown earth soils of the lowlands south of the Dunkellin river. The cashel at 
Drumharsna South lies at the heart of a landscape that appears to have been densely occu-
pied during the early medieval period, with a large number of settlement remains (cashels 
and ringforts) still visible on the present landscape and even more so on the first edition 
Ordnance Survey map (Fig 2). The Record of Monuments and Places lists six ringforts/
cashel sites within 1 km of the cashel at Drumharsna South (Fig 4 and 5) and the possible 
minor ecclesiastical site or cemetery settlement of Owenbristy lies just to the north. 

South Galway is located within the diocese of Kilmacduagh, founded in AD 1152 at 
the Synod of Kells, which was joined to form the modern diocese of Galway, Kilmacdu-
agh and Kilfenora in 1866. The boundaries of Kilmacduagh were co-extensive with the 
later territory of Uí Fiachrach Aidhne. However, the territory may have been more ex-
tensive in the early medieval period (Byrne 1973, 84). South Galway has two baronies: 
Kiltartan in the south of the region, and Dunkellin further to the north. The area has 
some of the best examples of early medieval stone masonry in Ireland (Harbison 2005, 
11). It is also associated with Guaire Mac Colman (renowned 7th-century king of Con-
nacht), also know as Guaire Aidne who epitomised Christian kingly hospitality during 
the medieval period in Ireland. 

According to MacCotter (2008, 144–145) the total area of the two Anglo Norman 
cantreds of Ofecherath agrees with that of the diocese of Kilmacduagh. The southern 
cantred is refered to as Keneloth or Kinalethes and seems to correspond to the manor of 
Ardrahan. The second northern and unnamed cantred corresponds with the manor of 
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Figure	2:	 The	route	of	the	new	N18	Oranmore	to	Gort	road	overlaid	on	the	first	edition	Ordnance	Survey	map	(Sheet	
GA113)�	The	excavation	site	at	Drumharsna	South	is	also	highlighted�
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Kilcolgan. These two cantreds probably correspond to the two trícha céts of Cenél Guaire 
and Cenel Áeda na hEchtge, which formed the kingdom of Aidne. 

Continuity of settlement in the area is evident in the number of later sites also extant 
in the immediate vicinity, including the remains of a very fine moated earthwork enclo-
sure, in Roohaunmore (GA113: 110) which lies just to the north-east, and the ruins of 
Drumharsna Castle – a tall, elegant tower house (GA113: 111) – that stands less then 1 
km to the south.
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Figure	3:	 The	route	of	the	new	N18	Oranmore	to	Gort	road	overlaid	on	the	Record	of	Monuments	and	Places	map	
which	is	based	on	second	edition	Ordnance	Survey	map	(Sheet	GA113)�
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Figure	4:	 A	distribution	map	showing	the	location	of	early	medieval	sites	in	the	area	surrounding	the	site	at	Drumhar-
sna	South�	It	is	based	on	the	RMP/SMR	data-set	which	has	been	overlaid	on	a	digital	elevation	model�
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Figure	5:	 The	 route	 of	 the	 new	 N18	 Oranmore	 to	 Gort	 road	 overlaid	 on	 the	 25	 inch	 Ordnance	 Survey	 map	 (Sheet	
GA113)�	The	excavation	site	at	Drumharsna	South	is	also	highlighted�
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5 Site description
Drumharsna South is located just to the west of the old mail coach road that runs be-
tween Galway and Gort and just to the south of the road running west from Ardrahan 
to Kinvara. The site is located in a rough pasture field on the summit of a low hill (NGR 
143182/211382) (Figs 1––5). The field was cleared and levelled in recent times removing 
any above ground trace of small buildings and field boundaries evident on the 25 inch 
Ordnance Survey map (Fig 3). The site straddles the boundary between three townlands: 
Drumharsna South, Owenbristy and Drumharsna North. The cashel was a Recorded 
Monument (GA113:121) and is marked as a doughnut-shaped enclosure on the first edi-
tion Ordnance Survey map (Fig 2). The two townland boundaries are also clearly shown 
and were both large upstanding drystone field boundaries prior to the excavation. The 
boundary between Drumharsna South and North and Owenbristy runs north-west/
south-east and the one between Drumharsna North and Drumharsna South runs away 
from it in south westerly direction. The 25 inch Ordnance Survey map (surveyed in 1897) 
depicts a series of smaller field boundaries to the east of the townland boundary between 
Drumharsna South and North and Owenbristy and only the most northerly of these 
survived prior to the excavation. A small farmstead is also shown immediately to the east 
of the site.

6 Methodology
Phase 1 hand-testing (E3690) of the site involved excavating 33 small test trenches (42 sq 
m) within the area of the cashel as depicted on the first edition Ordnance Survey map. 
No trace of the site was found so a further 860 sq m was machine stripped and during this 
work the possible remains of parts of the cashel wall were discovered and six additional 
hand-dug test trenches were excavated on the projected line of the wall.  

The Phase 2 excavation involved the manual de-sodding of an area measuring ap-
proximately 50 m x 40 m. The site was then subjected to an intensive hand clean. The 
identified features were 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 ap-
propriate. A complete photographic record was maintained throughout the excavation.

7 Excavation results
The footprint of an early medieval cashel shown on the first edition Ordnance Survey 
map was identified (Fig 6 and Plate 2). A probable entrance gap was located to the south. 
One early up-standing fragment of a field and townland boundary wall, probably dating 
to the 18th-century, was also investigated, along with three later up-standing walls (Plate 
3 and Plate 4). The topsoil (C.1) was dark brown silty clay and the quantities and type of 
relatively modern finds recovered from it suggest that the area was heavily used by the in-
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Figure	6:	 Post-excavation	plan	of	the	site	at	Drumharsna	South
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Plate	2:	 Looking	south-east	across	the	footprint	of	the	cashel	wall	at	Drumharsna	South�

Plate	3:	 Looking	north-west	at	a	section	through	the	early	fragment	of	townland	boundary	between	
Drumharsna	North	and	South	and	Owenbristy�
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habitants of the vernacular buildings shown on the early Ordnance Survey maps located 
to the east of the excavation area. A mid brown sandy pebble deposit (C.4), which con-
tained metal fragments along with clay pipe stems and post medieval porcelain and earth-
enwares, was identified below the topsoil. A mid brown sandy silt (C.5) was identified 
below the pebble deposit and contained animal bone, clay pipe stems, metal fragments 
and post-medieval pottery, along with a copper-alloy coin dated to 1876. The subsoil (C.2) 
across the excavation area was a natural glacial till.

7.1 Early medieval features 
The shadow or footprint of the cashel wall (C.43) was identified during the excavation 
as a doughnut-shaped rise in the natural subsoil. The rise in the subsoil had a maximum 
external diameter of 35 m and a maximum internal diameter of 23.5 m. The height of this 
rise above the surrounding natural soil varied from 0.3 m to 0.2 m. There was a 4 m wide 
break in the doughnut shape to the south-south-east which probably represents the loca-
tion of the cashel entrance. Some remains of the cashel wall (C.34) were identified below 
a short segment of the townland boundary wall (C.8/C.9). This segment of wall ran across 
the western arc of the cashel (Fig 7 and Plate 5) and was bounded to the north-east and 
south-west by a later wall (C.23). The wall remains of the cashel wall included large facing 
stones separated by a rubble core which measured 4.6 m in width. A deposit of orange/

Plate	4:	 Looking	south-east	at	the	townland	boundary	between	Drumharsna	South	and	Drumharsna	
North�
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Figure	7:	 Section	drawings	across	the	remains	of	the	cashel	wall	at	Drumharsna	South

issuE 8: Eachtra Journal - issn 2009-2237 Final archaEological Excavation rEport

14

Plate	5:	 Looking	 south-west	 along	 the	 footprint	 of	 the	 cashel	 wall	 at	 the	 remains	 of	 the	 cashel	 wall	
below	the	fragment	of	the	early	townland	boundary	wall	between	Owenbristy	and	Drumharna	
North	and	South�
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brown sandy silt (C.35), which appeared to be the remains of a buried soil, survived below 
the fragment of the original cashel wall. 

A 2.8 m long fragment of wall footings (C.42) extended from the northern side of the 
possible cashel entrance. The rough wall footing may have supported a wall used to fun-
nel access into the cashel interior.

A very large deep pit (C.25) was located towards the north-west of the excavation area 
immediately south-east of the northernmost field boundary (C.17). This pit was circular 
in plan measuring 1.8 m in diameter and 1.1 m in depth. The sides were smooth and ver-
tical with slight undercutting evident on the north-eastern edge. The pit contained five 
separate fills (C.32, C.30, C.33, C.31 and C.29) of orange to brown sandy silt the basal 
fill (C.32) contained occasional charcoal flecks. The pit is possibly contemporary with the 
cashel and may have been used as a storage or rubbish pit, but none of the charcoal was 
radiocarbon dated so this speculation.

7.2 Possible 18th century features 
Large limestone blocks were used to create two faces (C.9) for a large townland boundary 
wall that contained a rubble core (C.8). The wall was 1.9 m wide and had a maximum up-
standing height of 1.2 m (Plate 3). There was no bonding agent used in the construction 
of the wall. Prior to the excavation it survived for a 6 m stretch and was incorporated into 
the north-west/south east running field and townland boundary wall (C.23). The wall 
pre-dates the other field boundaries which are built against it. It possibly forms the origi-
nal townland boundary that separated Drumharsna North and South from Owenbristy, 
a division that probably dates to the 18th-century. 

Four large irregular pits (C.41, C.39, C.14 and C.20) have been interpreted as tree/
root boles, which have resulted from an early phase of field clearance, as all of these fea-
tures were recorded under a sandy silt deposit (C.5) that was separated from the upper 
topsoil level by a pebble deposit (C.4) recorded across the excavation area. Two smaller 
pits (C.12 and C.16) have been interpreted as stone sockets form the same phase of field 
clearance.

7.3 Possible 19th/20th century features 
A wall footing (C.44) which consisted of large unworked limestone blocks and measured 
1.7 m in width was revealed below the remains of the north-east running up-standing 
field boundary wall (C.17), the line of which was shown on the 25 inch Ordnance Survey 
map. A stone deposit (C.7) on the southern side of wall has been interpreted as collapse 
from an earlier wall represented by the wide stone footing.

A wall footing (C.24), which was of very similar construction to that underlying the 
northern field boundary (C.17), was identified below the north-west/south-east running 
townland boundary wall. The wall which was constructed on top of the footing was 
higher and sturdier then its northern counterpart (C.17) but was not as wide or well 
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built as the section of wall (C.8 and C.9) overlying the enclosure which was incorporated 
within it.

The east/west running townland boundary wall (C.36) dividing Drumharsan North 
from Drumharsna South was 0.65 m in width and was 1.4 m in height. The upper courses 
of the wall were not well constructed and were similar to the other field boundary walls 
in the area. The lower five or six courses of the wall were constructed using horizontal flat 
rectangular limestone slabs interspersed with vertical large limestone slabs (Plate 4). The 
wall showed evidence for different construction techniques. The lower courses were much 
sturdier and the upper courses appear to be the result of modern repair.

7.4 Modern field clearance features
A stone deposit (C.10) measuring 17 x 15 x 0.35 m was located to the east of the excavation 
area and below the pebbly deposit (C.4) and above the brown sandy silt (C.5) overlying 
the subsoil. It was interpreted as representing a phase of land clearance that removed the 
stone field boundaries and some of the buildings represented on the Ordnance Survey 
maps of the area. 

A large mound (13 x 6.5 x 1.7 m) of brown sandy silt with limestone blocks (C.6) 
was located to the west of the excavation area in the right angle formed by the townlnad 
boundaries. The mound was deposited on top of the pebbly deposit below the topsoil 
(C.4) and has been interpreted as a modern machine created field clearance cairn.

8 Specialist analysis

8.1 Pottery analysis
The pottery assemblage was examined by Sara Camplese (Appendix 4). A total of 58 
sherds of pottery were recovered on site, all of which can be considered topsoil finds. The 
assemblage dates to 19th and early 20th centuries. All the identified forms can be included 
in the tableware range and were for daily and common use, presumably related to the 19th 
century settlement to the east of the cashel.

8.2 Lithic artefact
One lithic artefact (E3872:1:2) was recovered from the topsoil during the excavation and 
was analysed by Farina Sternke (Appendix 5).The stone is a highly polished or water-
rolled pebble which broke in half, perhaps upon exposure to heat. It appears to have been 
polished on the fracture plane and used as a crucible. It is a possible early medieval stone 
crucible. The presence of the crucible suggests that metalworking took place at or in the 
vicinity of the site.
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8.3 Clay pipes
The clay pipe assemblage was analysed by Sara Camplese (Appendix 6). A total of 34 stem 
fragments, 2 bowl fragments and 7 complete pipe bowls were recovered from the topsoil. 
Based on the stamps on the bowls and their shape, the proposed date for the assemblage 
is the last quarter of the 19th-century.

8.4 Animal bone
The animal bone assemblage was analysed by Margaret McCarthy (Appendix 7). A total 
of 462 animal bones were recovered during the excavation. Over half of the assemblage 
came from two topsoil layers (C1 & C4) and the general size of the bones along with the 
observed butchery marks indicate that these do not relate to the primary phase of activity 
at the site. The uppermost fill (C.29) of a very large deep pit, possibly contemporary with 
the cashel, produced 28 bones of which 13 were identified to species. These were all iden-
tified as cattle and included nine skull fragments, the unfused distal portion of a radius 
and three teeth.

8.5 Charcoal analysis
The charcoal analysis was undertaken by Mary Dillon (Appendix 8). Only four of the six 
samples analysed from this site contained charcoal and the samples were dominated by 
blackthorn. Blackthorn can thrive as a shrub in pockets of good soil and is widespread 
throughout Drumharsna today.

8.6 Plant remains
The plant remains were analysed by Mary Dillon (Appendix 9). The samples from Drum-
harsna South had very few plant remains. The plants remains that were recovered in-
cluded oat and barley grains, both of which were common foodstuffs throughout the 
medieval period, but on this case area as likely to derive from the early modern settlement 
on or near the site.
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9 Discussion

9.1 Excavated cashels in Co. Galway
The Early Medieval Archaeology Project (EMAP) has found reports that 16 cashels were 
excavated in Ireland from 1970–2002 (O’Sullivan and Harney 2008, 61).The study reveals 
that these sites typically showed evidence for domestic and agricultural activity and met-
al/ironworking. Personal items of adornment were also a common find. Internal stone-
built structures and souterains were identified and quernstones were a frequent discovery. 
Associated field systems have also been identified. The study also concluded that cashels 
can be dated to the second half of the first millennium AD and are broadly contemporary 
with ringforts in early medieval Ireland. 

Three cashels have recently been excavated in Co. Galway along the route of the 
N6 Galway to Ballinasloe road scheme. Carnmore West was excavated by Bruce Sutton 
(forthcoming) and consisted of a large cashel, which measured 55 m in diameter, and 
had an associated sub-oval annex measuring 50 m in diameter. The cashel walls were 
constructed using two rows of large limestone blocks with a rubble core. The outer face 
contained large stones with a more regular facing than the interior. Apart from a souter-
rain – stone-walled and slab-lintelled - very few features were excavated in the cashel 
interior. A number of kilns with an associated screen or shelter (a drystone structure) were 
identified close by. A field system centred on the cashel was also recorded. The construc-
tion details of the cashel wall are mirrored at Derrydonnell More and Drumharsna South  
on the present road schemeand a similar pattern of very few identifiable internal features 
was also noted. The cashel at Carnmore West was located on the boundary of three town-
lands, which directly mirrors the situation at both Drumharsna South and Derrydonnell 
More. However the townland boundaries at Drumharsna South are likely to represent 
18th-century reorganisation and the cashel would have originally stood within the town-
land of Drumharsna, which dates to at least the 14th century. 

A cashel and a roundhouse were excavated by Colum Hardy (forthcoming) in Coo-
lagh townland 5 km to the west of the site in Carnmore West. It was a large cashel with a 
diameter of 60 m and an eastern entrance. The cashel wall had a rubble core. The remains 
of a drystone structure with a diameter of 7 m were excavated in the interior of the cashel. 
Evidence for ironworking, in the form of metallurgical waste, smithing hearth cakes 
(SHCs) and crucible fragments were found at Coolagh. Evidence from the animal bone 
recovered from the site indicated a strong preference for dairy farming. A possible stone 
crucible, which may have been used in metalworking at Drumharsna South, was the only 
hint of industrial activity at the latter site.

Part of a cashel in Farrnablake townland, just to the south of Athenry, was excavated 
by Tom Janes (forthcoming). The circular drystone enclosure was approximately 50 m 
in diameter. The lack of domestic artefacts recovered, and the absence of any domestic 
features such as hearths, or structural walls/postholes, suggested to the excavator a non-
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domestic use. Janes points out that the ringfort excavated at Garryduff II, Co. Cork (O’ 
Kelly 1963) provides an example of a similar site that may never have functioned as a do-
mestic site but rather as a livestock enclosure intended to prevent animals from straying, 
or to protect them from raiders. The uppermost fill (C.29) of a very large deep pit possibly 
contemporary with the cashel at Drumharsna South produced 28 bones of which 13 were 
identified to species. These were all identified as cattle. The footings of a possible wall run-
ning from north of the entrance at Drumharsna South has been interpreted as a possible 
attempt to funnel access to the enclosure. This feature may have had a role to play in the 
herding of cattle into the enclosure.

The definition of the ringfort as a monument type allowed for a variety of shapes 
and according to the EMAP study there is emerging evidence from excavations that the 
monument type includes a range of ground plans, including circular, oval and even squar-
ish and rectilinear (O’Sullivan and Harney 2008, 62). The cashel at Drumharsna South 
was represented as a circular enclosure on the first edition Ordnance Survey map. The 
footprint of the cashel revealed during the excavation has a roughly curvilinear outline 
with straight external side to the north-east and north-west.

The EMAP study has shown that it is not unusual for excavated cashel sites to pro-
duce very little structural evidence or in fact very little evidence for early medieval oc-
cupation at all (O’Sullivan and Harney 2008, 62). Of the 16 excavated cashels recorded 
in the study only seven produced significant archaeological features. It is possible that 
some/many ringforts and cashels were not used solely as dwellings and that many may 
have been temporary enclosures for cattle, as has been suggested by McCormick (1983). 
The lack of evidence for structures and artefacts from many of the excavated examples, 
including Drumharsna South, lends credence to this possibility.

9.2 Drumharsna in Uí Fiachrach Aidhne
Drumharsna South is located within the barony Dunkellin and lies at the heart of the early 
medieval territory of the Uí Fiachrach Aidhne, which corresponds to the later medieval dio-
cese of Kilmacduagh and the two baronies of Dunkellin and Kiltartan. According to Mac-
Cotter (2008. 144–145) the total area of the two Anglo Norman cantreds of Ofecherath 
agrees with that of the diocese of Kilmacduagh. The southern cantred is refered to as 
Keneloth or Kinalethes and seems to correspond to the manor of Ardrahan. The second 
northern and unnamed cantred corresponds with the manor of Kilcolgan. These two 
cantreds probably correspond to the two trícha céts of Cenél Guaire and Cenel Áeda na 
hEchtge, which formed the kingdom of Aidne. Both of these cenéla shared the kingship 
of Aidne until after AD 872, when the Cenél Guaire came to monopolise it. The site at 
Drumharsna South lies close to the boundary between these two cenéla, however, it is 
likely to have been situated within Cenel Áeda na hEchtge.
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Figure	8:	 Plan	showing	Drumharsna	South	within	the	clusters	of	early	medieval	enclosures	surrounding	the	new	N18	
Oranmore	to	Gort	road�	The	insert	shows	the	level	of	clustering	of	early	medieval	enclosures	in	the	study	
area�
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9.3 Topographical landscape setting
From the distribution maps of early medieval enclosure sites in the surrounding area it 
appears that the cashel at Drumharsna South is located within a dense network of sites 
(Fig 5). The impression has been validated statistically and the site has been shown to lie 
within a strong cluster of early medieval enclosures. The statistical analysis was based on 
a study area surrounding the route of the N18 Oranmore to Gort road. The study area 
includes 975 early medieval enclosure sites, and stretches from Gort to Athenry and from 
the Burren lowlands to the west and the Slieve Aughty uplands to the east (Fig 8). 

A series of analysis were applied to the early medieval enclosure sites within the study 
area to establish the level of clustering. A proximity analysis grouped the sites into five 
different classes depending on the number of neighbours in a 3 km radius. The results 
ranged from 1 (the site itself) to 83 and the five classes were colour coded ranging from 
green to yellow, orange and red. An interpolation technique was then applied to trans-
form the data from a series of points to a continuous surface. This interpolation was done 
to account for the probability that the sample analyzed is not complete and to increase the 
legibility of the patterns shaped by the site distribution. The result, produced by an ordi-
nary kriging interpolation, is the grey scaled background that shows the main concentra-
tions of sites located in the centre of the study area and on the coast. The areas outside 
these concentrations show a dispersed/random distribution. 

A second phase of analysis has been carried out on the data within the main con-
centrations to identify the amount, the size and the location of the clusters themselves. 
A minimum number of 10 sites and a threshold distance of 3 km have been used as pa-
rameters to define a cluster. The result of this analysis was the identification of 22 ellipsed 
shaped areas which represent the idealised cluster boundaries across the study area. The 
clusters have been ranked into three categories (yellow, green and red) depending on the 
numbers of sites within each of the clusters. The excavated cashel at Drumharsna South 
is located within a medium/large size cluster in the highest density area

Within the study area it was found that there was a density of 0.74 early medieval 
enclosure sites per sq km, which is relatively high compared with the Irish national mean 
of 0.55 sites per sq km given by Stout (1997, 53).

Even though the cashel at Drumharsna South straddles the division between three 
townlands it has been shown that within the study area the location of the ringforts, 
cashels and enclosures does not have any statistically significant relationship with the 
positions of the townland boundaries. Nonetheless it is hypothesised that the townland 
boundaries are associated with 18th-century land improvements and that the cashel would 
have once stood at the centre of Drumharsna townland which dates back to at least Ad 
1320.  

The (probable) early medieval enclosures within the study have a mean altitude of 
33 m OD. Middle to low altitudes were preferred, with the majority of the sites located 
between 20 and 35 m OD (almost 50 % of the total). The cashel at Drumharsna South is 
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located at 30.4 m OD, which conforms to the general impression of altitude preference 
for the overall site-type within the study area. 

A more useful measure then altitude however is the idea of prominence in the land-
scape and a Topographic Position Index analysis has been done on the location of the 
enclosures within the study area. The analysis shows that the majority of the sites have 
positive values, indicating relatively prominent positions, with 56% of the sites located in 
areas higher than the immediately surrounding terrain. Considering that the landscape 
within the study area is quite flat it is very significant that the majority of the sites are 
located in areas of prominence. 56% of enclosures are located on small ridges/hills that ac-
count for just 36% of the total area. The townland name Drumharsna relates to the ridge 
on which the cashel is located. The location of the cashel then confirms the value given 
for the topographic index for the site-type within the study area.

The aspect of the sites was also analysed. The only perceptible preference is for south 
and south-east oriented positions; however, the preference is not statistically significant. 
The cashel at Drumharsna South does not have a prevalent aspect though the entrance is 
located in the south-south-east sector of the cashel which is usual for the type.  

9.4 Historic landscape setting
The cashel at Drumharsna South appears to have been destroyed sometime between the 
survey for the first edition Ordnance Survey map in 1837 and the survey for the 25– inch 
Ordnance Survey map in 1897, as it is not depicted on the later map. The 19th-century 
destruction presumably removed all above ground traces of a large significant stone-built 
structure and may also have destroyed any internal and external associated features which 
may have been present. Even without the deliberate destruction the shallow bedrock and 
the nature of the subsoil, consisting as it does of stony glacial till, does not lend itself to 
the preservation of features such as pits and postholes. The stone in the cashel was prob-
ably a valuable resource and was re-used in field walls and other 19th-century stone struc-
tures in the surrounding area.  
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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 soft dark brown silty clay (C.1) with moderate amounts of sub-angular and 
sub-rounded fine and medium pebbles and occasional amounts of sub-angular and sub-
rounded coarse pebbles and small to medium stones. The deposit contained fragments of 
animal bone along with metal and glass fragments, ceramic clay pipe stems and modern 
ceramic pottery.

Interpretation
This was the topsoil which was present across the excavation area. The quantities and type 
of relatively modern finds suggest that the area was heavily used by the inhabitants of the 
vernacular buildings marked on the early ordnance survey maps located to the east of the 
excavation area.

B horizon topsoil – Subgroup 1002
Context number – C.4

Description
This was a mid brown sandy pebble deposit with some small and medium stone inclu-
sions. The deposit also contained glass and metal fragment along with clay pipe stems and 
post medieval porcelain and earthenwares.

Interpretation
This deposit reflected the interface between the present topsoil and the natural subsoil.

B Horizon subsoil – Subgroup 1003
Context Number – C.5

Description
This was a mid brown sandy silt with moderate amounts of sub-angular and sub-rounded 
fine and medium pebbles and occasional amounts of sub-angular and sub-rounded coarse 
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pebbles and small stones. Animal bone, clay pipe stems, metal fragments and post medi-
eval pottery were recovered from the deposit along with a copper alloy coin dated to 1876.

Interpretation 
This was the natural B-horizon subsoil found across the excavation area.

Natural Subsoil – Subgroup 1004
Context Number – C.2

Description
This was a light yellowish/whitish grey sandy clay (C.2) with frequent inclusions of all 
sizes of sub-angular and sub-rounded pebbles and stones.

Interpretation
This deposit was the underlying natural glacial till which was present across the excava-
tion area.

Land Levelling – Group 2
Context Numbers – C.10 and C.6

Description
A large mound (13 x 6.5 x 1.7 m) of brown sandy silt with limestone blocks was located 
to the west of the excavation area in the right angle formed by the north west / south east 
field and the north east / south west field boundaries. The stones made up 50% of the 
deposit and measured up to 1 x 1 x 3 m in size. 
A deposit (17 x 15 x 0.35 m) of light grey sub-angular and sub-rounded coarse pebbles and 
small to large stones up to 0.7 m in size were located below the B-horizon topsoil to the 
east of the excavation area. 

Interpretation
The mound was deposited on top of the B-horizon topsoil (C.4) and has been interpreted 
as a modern machine created filed clearance cairn due to the high proportion of soil 
contained between the stones. The stones to the east of the excavation area have been 
interpreted as an earlier phase of land clearance with the stones representing the remains 
of field boundaries and houses represented on the first edition ordnance survey maps of 
the area.
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Field Walls – Group 3
The excavation area straddled three townlands (Drumharsna North, Drumharsan South 
and Owenbristy) and two townland boundaries. The second edition ordnance survey 
map of the area shows a number of other field boundaries across the excavation area only 
one of which the most northerly remained intact prior to excavation. Three upstanding  
field boundaries intersected at the site.

Northern field boundary – Subgroup 3001
Context Numbers – C.7, C.26, C.17 and C.44

Description
A wall footing (C.44) which consisted of large unworked limestone blocks and measured 
1.7 m in width was revealed below the remains of the upstanding field boundary wall 
(C.17). The upstanding wall survived to a height of 0.9 m and was 0.4 m wide it was 
composed of random rubble limestone blocks. A stone spread (C.7) to the south of the 
upstanding wall was revealed above a deposit of dark greyish brown sand (C.26) with 
frequent amounts of sub-angular and sub-rounded pebbles and occasional amounts of 
sub-angular and sub-rounded small and medium stones. The deposit also contained post 
medieval ceramic pottery and a metal fragment. The walls and the deposits were under-
lain by the B-horizon subsoil recognised across the excavation area.

Interpretation
The stone spread on the southern side of the north east / south west running field bound-
ary wall has been interpreted as either collapse from an earlier wall represented by the 
wide stone footing or else from earlier manifestations or more complete versions of the 
field boundary present prior to excavations which appears of the second edition ordnance 
survey map of the area.

North west / south east running field boundary – Subgroup 3002
Context Numbers – C.24 and C.23

Description
A field and townland boundary (C.23) wall which ran north west / south east across the 
excavation area measured 1.2 m in height and was up to 0.7 m wide. It was constructed 
of random rubble limestone with no bonding agent. The wall was constructed on top of a 
wider well constructed stone footing (C.24) which consisted of large flat sub-rectangular 
and sub-rounded limestone ranging in diameter form 0.4 m to 0.65 m. The wall footing 
was underlain by the B-horizon subsoil recognised across the excavation area.
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Interpretation
The wall footing (C.24) was of very similar construction to that underlying the northerly 
field boundary (C.44) and may have been contemporary with it. The townland boundary 
wall which was constructed on top of the footing was higher and sturdier then its nortern 
counterpart (C.17) but was not built as well as the footing (C.23) which may suggest that 
an earlier better constructed version of the townland boundary wall existed previously. 

North east / south west field boundary – Subgroup 3003
Context Number – C.36

Description
This was modern field and townland boundary (C.36) which was orientated north-east 
to south-west. The wall measured 0.65 m in width and was 1.4 m in height. It was con-
structed with limestone blocks in with no bonding agent. The upper courses of the wall 
were not well constructed and were similar to the other filed boundary walls in the area. 
The lower 5/6 courses of the were constructed using horizontal flat rectangular limestone 
slabs interspersed with vertical large limestone slabs.

Interpretation
The townland boundary showed evidence for different construction techniques. The low-
er courses were much sturdier and the upper courses appear to be the result of modern 
repair.

Field clearance features – Group 4
Context Numbers – C.41, C.40, C.39, C.38, C.37, C.12, C.11, C.14, C.13, C.20, C.21, 
C.18, C.16 and C.15

Description
Four irregular pits were (C.41, C.39, C.14 and C.20) identified below the B-horizon sub-
soil across the site, one of which (C.20) was evidently cutting the remains of the cashel 
(C.43) the rest were cut into the natural subsoil (C.2). The average measurements for these 
features were 1.66 m in length, 1.26 m in width and 0.51 m in depth. The fills (C.40, C.37, 
C.38, C.13, C.18 and C.21) varied between medium to dark grey/brown sandy/pebbly silt. 
One of these features (C.20) contained occasional charcoal flecks. Two smaller pits (C.12 
and C.16) with associated fills (C.11 and C.15) were also recorded. 

Interpretation 
The four large irregular pits have been interpreted as tree/root boles which have resulted 
from an early phase of field clearance as all of these features have been recorded under 
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the B-horizon subsoil (C.5) recorded across the excavation area. The two smaller pits have 
been interpreted as stone sockets form the same phase of field clearance.

Possible Early wall – Group 5
Context Numbers – C.8 and C.9

Description
Large (0.2 - 0.8 m in diameter) sub-rounded and sub-rectangular limestone blocks were 
used to create two faces (C.9) for a large field boundary wall which contained a rubble 
core (C.8) with stone varying in size from 0.1 m to 0.25 m. The resulting wall was 1.9 m 
wide and had a maximum up standing height of 1.2 m. There was no bonding agent used 
in the construction of the wall. Prior to the excavation it survived for a 6 m stretch and 
formed part of the north west / south east field and townland boundary wall. The large 
field clearance cairn abuts the wall to the south west and the other field and townland 
boundary wall is built against it at its north eastern terminal. 

Interpretation
The wall possibly predates the other field boundaries which are built against it. It possibly 
forms the original townland boundary division which separates Drumharsna North and 
South from Owenbristy. Traces of the original cashel wall (C.34) survive below the foot-
ings of this early wall fragment.

Remains of cashel and possible entrance and storage pit – 
Group 6

Remains of the cashel – Subgroup 6001
Context Number – C.34, C.35 and C.43

Description
Limestone blocks, stones and pebbles (C.34) ranging in size from 0.1 x 0.1 x 0.05 m to 1 
x 0.7 x 0.35 m were located below the short segment of large field and townland boundary 
wall (C.8/C.9) located to the west of the excavation area and extended with a slight curve, 
eastward into the excavation area for 7.6 m. The larger edging stones defined the remains 
of a wall with a width of 4.6 m. Below this stone wall deposit was a soft mid-orangish 
brown sandy silt (C.35) with occasional stones and pebbles. Both of these deposits were 
overlying a rise in the underlying natural (C.43) which formed a doughnut shape in plan. 
The rise in the natural had a maximum external diameter of 35 m and a maximum inter-
nal diameter of 23.5 m. The height of this rise above the surrounding natural soil varies 
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from 0.3 m to 0.2 m. There was a 4 m wide break in the doughnut shape to the south 
south east.

Interpretation
The limestone blocks, stones and pebbles appear to be the surviving remains of a cashel 
which was represented at this location on the first edition ordnance survey six inch map 
for the area. The underlying sandy silt appears to be the remains of a buried soil which 
has survived below the fragment of the cashel wall. The doughnut shaped rise in the un-
derlying cashel recorded within the excavation area has been interpreted as the shadow 
of the original cashel wall which has been largely denuded and destroyed. The rise in the 
natural possibly occurred due to differential weathering of the natural subsoil due to the 
presence of the large cashel wall. And the break in the doughnut plan to the south south 
east possibly represents the location of the cashel entrance.

Possible entrance feature – Subgroup 6002
Context Numbers – C.42

Description
A possible 2.8m long fragment of wall footings extends from the northern side of the 
possible cashel entrance. The footings are composed of stones ranging in size from 0.1 x 
0.1 x 0.05 m to 0.45 x 0.4 x 0.3 m and form a low footing 0.2 m high and 1 m wide. The 
fragment extends in a north west south east direction.

Interpretation
This rough possible wall footing may be related to the possible entrance gap in the cashel. 
It may have supported a wall used to funnel cattle into the cashel interior. Suggesteing 
the cashel may have been used a s acattle coral. This function is supported by the lack of 
any trace of domestic features.

Possible storage pit – Subgroup 6003
Context Numbers - C.25, 32, C.30, C.33, C.31 and C.29

Description
A very large deep pit (C.25) was located towards the north-west of the excavation area im-
mediately south-east of the northerly field boundary (C.17). This pit was circular in plan 
measuring 1.8 m in diameter and 1.1 m in depth. The sides were smooth and vertical with 
slight undercutting evident on the north-east edge. The pit contained five fills. The basal 
fill (C.32) was soft mid-orangish brown sandy pebbly silt with occasional flecks and small 
pieces of charcoal. This was 0.25 m deep. Overlying this fill was soft mid orangish brown 
sandy pebbly silt containing frequent snail shells (C.30). The next fill was firm light yel-
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lowish brown silt (C.33); and overlying this was soft mid-orangish brown sandy pebbly silt 
(C.31). The uppermost fill (C.29) was friable mid brown silt with frequent small, medium 
and large sub-angular and sub-rounded stones, measuring 0.87 m in depth.

Interpretation
The pit is possibly contemporary with the cashel and may have been used as a storage or 
rubbish pit.
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Appendix 4 Pottery catalogue
A total of 58 sherds of pottery were recovered on site. They come from four different 
contexts and can all but one (find E3872:27:1) be considered topsoil finds. The overall 
condition of the fragments is very poor, especially considering the recent dating of the 
assemblage. Clay does not have a particularly fine texture in any of the pottery types; 
neither does the glazing composition where present.

The assemblage is modern in date, dating around the late 19th/early 20th centuries. All 
the identified forms can be included in the tableware range and were of daily and com-
mon use.

The fabrics have been identified through a macroscopic analysis and the analysis is 
presented in Table 2. The table contains the quantity of sherds in each fabric type, an ap-
proximate number of Minimum Vessels Represented (MVR), the Minimum Number of 
Vessels (MNV – Based on the presence of rim/handle sherds), and the date range of the 
fabric type according to other more extensive assemblages in Ireland. The identification 
of sherds by context is contained in Table 1, together with the probable form of vessels.

Context Pottery Type No. of Sherds Form
1 Black Glazed Ware

Glazed Red Earthenware
8
3

Bowl/Basin
Bowl/Basin

4 Black Glazed Ware
Glazed Red Earthenware
Pearlware
Shell-edged Ware
Transfer Printed Ware

2
5
11
4
3

Bowl
Jug?
Cup
Plate
Plate

5 Black Glazed Ware
Pearlware
Glazed Red Earthenware
Shell-edged Ware
Transfer Printed Ware
Stoneware

5
8
3
1
3
1

Bowl/Basin
Plate/Cup
Bowl
Plate
Plate
Jug?

27 Glazed Red Earthenware 1 Tureen?
Table	1	List	of	Pottery	by	context

Type Tot. Sherds MVR MNV Dating
Black Glazed ware 15 >3 - 19th-century
Glazed Red earthenware 12 >4 - 19th-century
Pearlware 19 2 - 19th-century
Shell-edged Ware 5 1 - 19th-century
Transfer Printed Ware 6 3 - 19th/20th 

centuries
Stoneware 1 1 - 19th/20th 

centuries
TOT. 58

Table	2	List	of	pottery	by	type
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Black Glazed ware
Black wares were produced in North Wales, in Lancashire and in parts of Ireland in the 
18th and 19th Centuries (Mc Cutcheon 2003). The production of black glazed storage and 
food processing vessels stared during the late 16th to 17th Centuries and continued into the 
20th Century. At first they were imported to Ireland, but in the middle of the 18th Cen-
tury a local production was on (Meenan 1997). The fabric is orange/dark red clay, of less 
highly fired type of red earthenware. The glaze is rich in iron and looks glossy and thick. 
The forms present belong to a table ware range of vessels that can be glazed internally or 
externally, depending on the use.

Glazed Red Earthenware
The sherds have a hard-fired, fine fabric that is orange/red, buff or brown in colour with-
out 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 presents 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), 
plates and pancheons. This type of wares, also known as ‘brownwares’ were made widely 
in Britain and Ireland from the late 17th to 19th Century (Cleary 1987, 127). 

Pearlware
The pearlware pottery started is development from the popular cream-coloured earthen-
ware 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 & Twohig 1997).

Shell-edged ware
The shell-edged ware is a type of pearlware produced in the same centres in Britain al-
ready producing the former one, together with the cream-coloured earthenware. The ves-
sels have moulded edges covered with an all-over clear lead glaze with either cobalt blue 
or copper green glazing at the edges (ibid.). 

Transfer printed ware
Transfer printed ware is an earthenware decorated prior to firing. This technique devel-
oped 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 with-
standing the necessary firing temperatures and it always remained the most popular co-
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lour. However, during the 19th Century other colours were used extensively most notably 
black and dark brown. Pearlware vessels were most commonly used for transfer print-
ing. The influence of Chinese porcelain is evident in much of the decoration (Gahan & 
Twohig 1997, 156–58). 

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 col-
our and is normally covered by an opaque glaze. 

Bibliographic References
Cleary R.M., 1987. “Drumlummin, Co.Tipperary”, in “Archaeological Excavations on 

the Cork – Dublin gas pipeline (1981–82)”, Cork Archaeological Studies No.1, 
Department of Archaeology University College Cork, 1987 (pages 116–145). 

Gahan A. and Twohig D.C., 1997.“Late medieval and Post-Medieval/Modern Pottery”, in 
“Skiddy’s Castle and Christ Church, Cork – Excavations 1974/77”, Cork 1997 
(pages 130–158).

Mc Cutcheon C., n.p. “The Pottery from 33 Patrick Street, Kilkenny”, unpublished 
report for Eachtra Archaeological Projects.

Mc Cutcheon C., 2003. “Pottery”, in “Excavations in Cork City, 1984–2000”, Cork 
2003 (pages 197–235).

Meenan R. (with Clare Mc Cutcheon), 1997. Post-Medieval Pottery, in “Late Viking 
Age and Medieval Waterford – Excavations 1986–1992”, Waterford 1997 (pages 
338–355).

Websites
http://www.wikipedia.org



issuE 8: Eachtra Journal - issn 2009-2237 Final archaEological Excavation rEport

36

Appendix 5  Stones artefacts

Farina Sternke

Introduction
One lithic find from the archaeological excavation of an early medieval site at Drumhar-
sna South, Co. Galway was presented for analysis (Table 1). The find is associated with 
the remains of a levelled cashel. 

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

E3872:1:2 1 Chert or Limestone Utilised Stone Burnt n/a 58 58 23 No No
Table	1			Composition	of	the	Lithic	Assemblage	from	Drumharsna	South	(E3872)

Quantification
The lithic is a modified piece of what appears to be limestone. 

Provenance
The find was recovered from the topsoil.

Condition
The lithic survives in burnt and incomplete condition.

Technology/Morphology
The artefact is 58 mm long, 58 mm wide and 23 mm thick (see Plate 1).The stone is a 
highly polished or waterrolled pebble which broke in half, perhaps upon exposure to heat. 
It appears to have been polished on the fracture plane and used as a crucible (see Edwards 
1990, 91 for a similar example).

Dating 
The possible crucible is typologically diagnostic and dates to the early medieval 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 
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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.

Conclusion
The lithic find from the archaeological excavation at Drumharsna South, Co. Galway is 
a possible early medieval stone crucible. The presence of the crucible suggests that metal-
working took place at or in the vicinity of the site.

This site makes a minor contribution to the evidence for early medieval settlement in 
Co. Galway.

Bibliography
Edwards, N. 1990. The Archaeology of Medieval Ireland. Batsford Ltd. London.

Plate	1:	Utilised	limestone	(find	E3872:1:2)
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Appendix 6  Clay pipes catalogue
A total of 34 stem fragments, two bowl fragments and seven complete pipe bowls were 
recovered in Drumharsna South. They all come from the superficial features (C.1, C.3, 
C.4 and C.5) on site, and are associated with modern pottery, glass and metal finds. 
Although most of the fragments are not accurately datable, based on the stamps on the 
bowls and their shape, the proposed average date for the assemblage is the last quarter of 
the 19th-century.

Stems
Stem (E3872:1:3) L. 25.39 mm, D. 5.85 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:1:4) L. 24.3 mm, D. 5.47 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:1:5) L. 21.55 mm, D. 6.5 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:1:6) L. 18.46 mm, D. 6.3 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:1:7) L. 27 mm, D. 8.15 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:1:8) L. 29.3 mm, D. 6.9 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:1:9) L. 29.75 mm, D. 8.04 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:1:10) L. 28.63 mm, D. 8.88 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:1:11) L. 41.9 mm, D. 6.84 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:1:12) L. 36.25 mm, D. 9.9 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:1:13) L. 30.5 mm, D. 8.45 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:1:14) L. 30 mm, D. 11.05 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:1:15) L. 32.8 mm, D. 9.75 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:4:1) L. 19 mm, D. 6.6 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:4:2) L. 23.13 mm, D. 7 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:4:3) L. 25.7 mm, D. 7.05 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:4:4) L. 25 mm, D. 6.8 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:4:5) L. 28.45 mm, D. 7.15 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:4:6) L. 45.6 mm, D. 10 mm. Incomplete.
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Stem (E3872:4:7) L. 27 mm, D. 8.1 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:4:8) L. 25.2 mm, D. 9.45 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:4:9) L. 29.6 mm, D. 7.4 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:4:10) L. 30.5 mm, D. 9.2 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:5:2) L. 28.35 mm, D. 5.3 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:5:3) L. 21.4 mm, D. 6.9 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:5:4) L. 35.1 mm, D. 7.5 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:5:5) L. 24.6 mm, D. 6.4 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:5:6) L. 30 mm, D. 8.45 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:5:7) L. 36.3 mm, D. 7 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:5:8) L. 34.85 mm, D. 8.35 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:5:9) L. 39.15 mm, D. 6.3 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:5:10) L. 33.5 mm, D. 10.7 mm. Incomplete. Local production. Marked on 
one side with the stamp ‘LIMERICK’ and on the other with the name of the manufactur-
er: ‘(KEN) NELLY’ (over half of the stem is missing). Probable dating: early 20th-century.

Stem (E3872:5:11) L. 52.7 mm, D. 7.12 mm. Incomplete.

Stem (E3872:5:12) L. 68.7 mm, D. 8.6 mm. Incomplete.

Bowls*
Bowl fragment (E3872:5:13) L. 38.85 mm, W. 15.2 mm. Incomplete. 

Bowl fragment (E3872:1:18) L. 41.1 mm, W. 22.44 mm. Incomplete. 

Bowl fragment (E3872:1:17) L. 25.55 mm, W. 16.25 mm. Incomplete. Stem and upper 
part of the bowl missing. Spur present.

Bowl (E3872:1:16) L. 61.52 mm, D. 28.1 mm. Complete. Flat-bottomed spur. Large bowl, 
flat rimmed. Stem face incised with what looks like a shamrock stamp surrounded by 
an unreadable inscription (most likely the manufacturer’s name). Probable dating: late 
19th-century.
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Bowl (E3872:3:1) L. 63.7 mm, D. 26.9 mm. Complete. Flat-bottomed spur. Bulbous bowl 
with trimmed rim. Stem face stamped “IRELAND FOR THE IRISH” around a harp. A 
similar piece was found in Irishtown, St.Johns – Limerick (Cfr. http://www.limerickcity.
ie/WebApps/Museum/museum_details.aspx?RowID=9497). Dating: 1875–1900.

Bowl (E3872:4:11) L. 43.1 mm, D. 29.3 mm. Incomplete. Large bowl, flat rimmed. Stem 
side of the bowl and spur missing. 

Bowl (E3872:5:14) L. 52.5 mm, D. 25.3 mm. Complete. Flat-bottomed spur. Bulbous 
bowl with trimmed rim. Stem face stamped “FOREVER IRELAND” around a harp 
flanked by two shamrocks. Probable dating: late 19th Century-early 20th Century.

Bowl (E3872:5:15) L. 51.8 mm, D. 28.6 mm. Complete but slightly damaged. Flat-bot-
tomed spur. Bulbous bowl with trimmed rim. Stem face stamped “IRELAND FOR THE 
IRISH” around a harp (Cfr. E3872:3:1). Dating: 1875–1900.

Bowl (E3872:5:16) L. 50.6 mm, D. 29 mm. Incomplete. Spur missing and part of the rim 
damaged. Bulbous bowl with trimmed rim. Stem face stamped “IRELAND FOR THE 
IRISH” around a harp (Cfr. E3872:3:1&E3872:5:15). Dating: 1875–1900.

* 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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Appendix 7  Animal bone

Margaret McCarthy

A total of 462 animal bones were recovered from a variety of excavated features at a site re-
corded in the RMP as an enclosure (GA113–121) in Drumharsna South. Over half of the 
assemblage came from two topsoil layers (C.1 and C.4) and the general size of the bones 
along with the butchery marks indicate that these do not relate to the primary phase of 
activity at the site. Three of the bones are undoubtedly recent in origin as they display saw 
marks on either side, which can be attributed to modern carcass division. The remain-
ing bones all came from possible 19th and 20th-century features and no sample of bones 
could be phased with confidence to the occupation of the enclosure. A stone deposit (C.7) 
possibly associated with the cashel wall produced 27 animal bones but just three of these 
could be identified, all representing adult cattle teeth. The bones from this feature had 
been subjected to severe weathering and damage following deposition. Another stone de-
posit (C.27) contained three sheep bones and one cattle bone. A relatively large amount of 
bones was recovered from layers and deposits (C.5, C.19 and C.22) underlying three field 
boundaries that intersected the site. These produced a total sample of 95 bones including 
the identified remains of cattle, sheep/goat, pig, horse and rabbit. Cattle dominated the 
sample and included the remains of a calf less than six months old. Bones of sheep and 
goat are very similar anatomically though it is probable that most, if not all, of the bones 
from Drumharsna South are sheep, especially in view of the importance of wool as a 
commodity. The five horse bones were all identified as loose teeth and an adult rabbit was 
found in C.5. The fills of various tree clearance features produced 37 bones of which just 
14 were identified to species, mostly representing cattle and sheep and some horse teeth 
from C.21 and C.40. A fragmented mandible and a complete second vertebra from C.40 
were both identified as horse.

Horse Cow S/G* Pig Rabbit LM* MM* Total
C.1 1 66 34 2 1 21 14 139
C.3 7 2 9
C.4 2 29 17 25 35 108
C.5 5 38 14 1 10 6 74
C.7 3 9 15 27
C.8 1 4 7 2 14
C.18 3 2 2 7
C.19 2 2
C.21 1 2 4 2 6 15
C.22 3 6 2 2 6 19
C.27 1 3 1 5
C.29 13 5 10 28
C.40 2 13 15
TOTAL 12 169 80 4 2 96 99 462

Table	1:	Distribution	of	mammals	

S/G* Sheep/Goat   LM* Large mammal   MM* Medium mammal   
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The uppermost fill (C.29) of a very large deep pit produced 28 bones of which 13 were 
identified to species. These were all identified as cattle and included nine skull fragments, 
the unfused distal portion of a radius and three teeth. 

Analysis of the age structure was made difficult by the small numbers of bones re-
covered and by the absence of teeth-bearing mandibles. Epiphyseal fusion data indicated 
that cattle were from sub-adult or adult animals with a few calf bones being recovered 
from layers below the stone field boundaries. The size of the cattle present could not be 
assessed as none of the bones were sufficiently complete for their dimensions to be mea-
sured. A complete horn core from the topsoil represented a short-horned individual but 
this specimen is probably not contemporary with the occupation of the enclosure. Adult 
horses were mostly attested through the recovery of heavily worn lower and upper molars 
from deposits beneath the field boundaries. Some of the cattle and sheep bones showed 
traces of butchery and almost all of the larger bones had been variously split and chopped 
during carcass division. 

In the absence of dating evidence – and given the high degree of contamination by 
modern finds from the adjacent settlement – this assemblage should be dismissed for 
purposes of early medieval zoological studies.
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Appendix 8  Charcoal analysis 

Mary Dillon

Introduction 
This report gives the results of the analysis of charcoal from samples taken during excava-
tion at Drumharsna South in Co. Galway. The excavation found a denuded cashel. A to-
tal of six samples were submitted for analysis. The samples from this site contained bone, 
land molluscs and a small amount of charred seed (see plant remains report). Charcoal 
was found in four of the 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, 54 fragments of charcoal were analysed from the six samples. Two of the samples 
(S.48 from C.34 and S.49 from C.35) had no charcoal. The four other samples had char-
coal suitable for dating. Short-lived species from each sample were marked as suitable.

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 Prunus (44%) and oak (20%).  Hazel (13%), ash (7%), birch (6%,) 
pomoideae  (6%) and willow/aspen (4%) were also identified (see Fig. 1, Table 1). 

When the results of percentage weight are taken into account the results change sig-
nificantly (Fig. 2, Table 2.). Prunus (29%) ash (22%) and pomoideae (21%) are the most 
important wood types, followed by oak (10%), hazel (10%) birch (7%) and willow/aspen 
(1%).

The considerable differences in the results between weight and fragment frequency is 
due to the large size of the ash and pomoideae fragments that were identified. 

Discussion
The samples that had charcoal came from deposits under the cashel wall (C.26, C.35), a 
pit (C.32) and fill of a possible root bole (C.40). The samples with most charcoal came 
from C.40 and C.32. The array of wood types represented in the possible root bole sam-
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ple indicates that the charcoal is not from charred roots. Rather it probably represents 
dumped material.

The most common wood type, Prunus spp. includes wild cherry (P. avium), bird 
cherry (P. padus) and blackthorn (P. spinosa). The charcoal on this site is probably Prunus 
spinosa. One Prunus spinosa fruit stone was recovered from a deposit of orange/brown 
sandy silt (C.35), which appeared to be the remains of a buried soil, which survived below 
the fragment of the original cashel wall, where Prunus charcoal was also identified. Black-
thorn is also a common tree on the shallow limestone soils around the site whereas wild 
cherry is rarer and bird cherry is largely confined to the northern part of Ireland (Preston 
et al. 2002). As it is possible that blackthorn would have been growing on the cashel site, 
the Prunus charcoal may reflect clearance fires. 

Pomoideae
6%

Willow /Aspen
4%

Ash
7%

Birch
6%

Oak
20%

Hazel
13%

Prunus
44%

Fig�	1�	Percentage	fragment	frequency	from	Drumharsna	South

Pomoideae
21%

Willow /Aspen
1%

Ash
22%

Birch
7%

Prunus
29%

Hazel
10%

Oak
10%

Fig�	2�	Percentage	weight	from	Drumharsna	South
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Drumharsna South N18 Hazel Oak Pomoideae Willow/Aspen Ash Birch Prunus
C32, S16 – pit fill       20
C35 S37 – deposit below 
the cashel wall

  1  2  3

C26, S22 – deposit below 
the cashel wall

      1

C40, S30 – pit fill 7 11 2 2 2 3  
Table	1�	Charcoal	fragments	sorted	by	sample	and	wood	type

Drumharsna South N18 Hazel Oak Pomoideae Willow/Aspen Ash Birch Prunus
C32, S16 – pit fill       1.5
C35 S37 – deposit below 
the cashel wall

  1.0  1.2  0.1

C26, S22 – deposit below 
the cashel wall

      0.05

C40, S30 – pit fill 0.6 0.6 0.2 0.05 0.05 0.4  
Table	2�	Charcoal	weight	sorted	by	sample	and	wood	type

Comparative studies
According to WODAN, the Irish wood and charcoal database, no substantial charcoal 
analysis has been carried out from cashel sites. However, a lot of work has been done on 
charcoal from ringforts, the sister site to a cashel. Charcoal samples from Mackney ring-
fort and Loughbown 1 ringfort, both situated in east Co. Galway, have been analysed by 
the author (Dillon 2007a; 2007b). Both sites produced large quantities of charcoal. The 
Mackney ringfort was dominated by oak, which made up two thirds of the assemblage. 
One of the reasons postulated for this was that oak would have been used in the industrial 
works that took place on the site. At Loughbown 1 oak also dominated but ash, hazel and 
pomoideae charcoal were significant. However, in contrast to these sites, Drumharsna 
South cashel had little in the way of domestic or industrial archaeology. Therefore, it is 
not surprising that the charcoal assemblage from this site has little in common with that 
from these ringforts. 

Conclusion
Only four of the six samples analysed from this site contained charcoal and only two sam-
ples contained ample amounts.  The reason for the scarcity of charcoal is probably linked 
to the lack of domestic or industrial archaeology found here. The samples were dominated 
by Prunus spp., which, given the location of the site, was most likely blackthorn, and 
probably relates to site clearance rather then occupation, possibly in the modern period.
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Appendix 9 Plant remains 

Mary Dillon

Introduction
Sixteen samples were submitted for plant remains analysis from the excavation of a de-
nuded cashel at Drumharsna South in Co. Galway. The samples from this site contained 
bone fragments, 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 (magni-
fication x 10 to x 40). Nomenclature and taxonomic orders follows Stace (1997). 

Results and discussion
In total, 4 of the 16 samples contained plant remains (Table 1). C.5 and C.21 (fill of 
root bole C.20), C.26 (cashel wall) and C.35 (pit) all contained a small amount of plant 
remains.

From C.35 a mineralised sloe stone (Prunus spinosa) was recovered. Prunus was the 
most commonly identified wood type in the charcoal assemblage. It is suited to the shal-
low soils of the area around Drumharsna South. Seeds can become mineralised when 
calcium from the soil and phosphate from urine combine to form calcium-phosphate.

Contexts 5, 21 and 26 all contained very small amounts of charred oat (Avena spp.) or 
barley grains (Horduem vulgare). Both cereals were common in medieval Ireland (Monk 
1991). Context 21 also contained a chenopodiaceae seed, which is a common weed type.

Overall, the samples from Drumharsna South had few plant remains. This may be as 
a result of the lack of domestic or industrial contexts excavated at the site. 

Conclusion
The samples from Drumharsna South had very few plant remains. The plants remains 
that were recovered included oat and barley grains, both of which were common food-
stuffs throughout the medieval period, however they probably relate relate to site clear-
ance rather then occupation, possibly in the modern period.
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Context 35 5 21 26
Sample                  49 20 6 22
cf. Goosefoot family (Chenopodiaceae)   1  
Sloe stone (Prunus spinosa) 1    
Oat grains (Avena L. species)    2
Barley grains (Hordeum vulgare L.)  1   
cf  Barley grains (Hordeum vulgare L.)   2  
Indeterminate cereal grains  1   

Table	1�	Plant	remains	from	Drumharsna	South
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