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1. Introduction 
Archaeological monitoring, licence number 02E1167, was carried out at 56-60 

South Main Street, Wexford by Eachtra Archaeological Projects, in accordance 

with planning condition number nine of the planning permission: 

The applicant shall send written notification to Dúchas, The 

Heritage Service of his/her intention to carry out site preparation 

works at the proposed development site at least four weeks in 

advance of the commencement of work. An archaeologist will be 

employed to carry out archaeological monitoring of all topsoil 

stripping carried out in association with the development. 

Archaeological monitoring shall be carried out under licence to the 

department of Arts, Heritage, Gaeltacht and the Islands. Should 

archaeological material be discovered during the course of the 

archaeological monitoring the applicant shall facilitate the 

Archaeologist in fully recording this material. The applicant shall 

also be prepared to be advised by Dúchas The Heritage Service 

with regard to the appropriate course of action, should 

archaeological material be discovered.’ 

Reason: In the interest of proper planning and development of 

the area.’ 

Seven pits and a stone built well were uncovered during monitoring. 

Archaeological excavation of the site took place in October 2002, under the 

direction of Jacinta Kiely and James Lyttleton. 

 

2. Development site location and topography 
The site is located within the walled town of Wexford, Record of Monuments and 

Places (RMP) Number WX037-016-02 (figure 4). The site is positioned at c. 20 

m OD and the National Grid Co-Ordinates are 2049, 1215. The archaeological 

site is located to the west of, and at the rear of, properties from 56 to 60 on 

South Main Street in Wexford town. It was accessed from Peter’s Street 

(formerly Gibson’s Street), which borders the site to the south. Peter’s Street 

extends westwards from South Main Street. Patrick’s Lane is located to the west 

of the site and other properties are located to the north of the site.  

Several archaeological sites are located within 350 m of the development 

site. For a description of these see the section entitled Archaeological and 

Historical Background.  
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3. Description of Development 
The client was granted permission to build a branch of Heaton’s Department 

Store on the site. Planning permission was sought to demolish the rear part of 

56, 58 and 60 and associated outbuildings and boundary wall and to erect new 

development comprising new two storey extension over basement to rear 

including sales floor, staff and ancillary accommodation, including services 

connections to public utilities, new signage and replacement at existing shop 

front. 

 

4. Archaeological and historical background 
Wexford is a historic town situated at the southeast corner of Ireland at the 

meeting of the River Slaney and Wexford Harbour. The Slaney allows access to 

Carlow and the Upper Barrow Valley, and will have been used to transport goods 

from the hinterland to the town.  

The presence of ecclesiastical centres such as Selskar Abbey around the 

harbour indicates the town was settled by the Christian period (Power and 

Noonan 2002, 3). Wexford’s proximity to the open sea, plus the presence of a 

deep-water pool attracted Viking settlement in the 9th Century (Moore 1996, 

161). Hore (1900-11, v.12) dates the first mention of the ‘foreigners of Loch 

Gorman’ to 888 (in Bradley and King, 147). This led to the development of the 

port of Wexford. Most sources claim that the original enclosing element in 

Wexford town consisted of an earthen bank built by the Vikings and that this was 

later reinforced with stone after the Anglo-Norman invasion. However, as 

Bradley and King point out, there is no archaeological evidence for either of 

these scenarios (161). It is more likely that the original late twelfth century wall 

was composed of stone (Ibid., 160). In 1641 the town defences were further 

strengthened when the Confederates excavated a fosse, which was eight feet 

deep and 24 feet wide around the wall (Ibid., 161). The Viking street pattern of 

the late eleventh century is essentially that which exists in the town today. 

(Bourke 1988, 59). A Viking Settlement on Bride Street, excavated in 1988 by 

Bourke, is situated c.150 m to the south east of the development site (Moore 

1996, 161: Bourke, 1988). This settlement consisted of fifteen post and wattle 

houses in two plots, dating from the eleventh century to the fourteenth century 

(Ibid.).  

The Anglo-Normans invaded the town in 1169 AD. This event led to the 

building of an enclosing stone wall that is believed to have followed the line of 

the existing Viking rampart. The town wall, which is parallel to the western wall 

of the site along Patrick’s Lane, is located 70 m to the west of the development 

site. This wall was completed by 1300 AD. A further phase of work in the 
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fifteenth century saw the addition of circular towers and the town walls were 

then extended north to incorporate Selskar Abbey (Power and Noonan 2002, 3). 

There is little documentary evidence surviving for the medieval town of Wexford. 

A total of 365 burgage plots existed (Dennehy 2000, 4). These were for the most 

part confined within the town walls, but research by Colfer (1990, 23) indicates 

that they also existed outside the wall, particularly in the suburbs of John Street 

and The Fathe. There were five intramural parishes in Wexford town – St. 

Doologue’s, St. Mary’s, St. Patrick’s, St. Iberius’ and Selskar. All were based 

around ecclesiastical sites, established in Wexford both before and during the 

Viking settlement. The site of a castle, thought to have been built by King John 

before 1221, is situated 350 m to the south east of the development (Moore 

1996, 161). Major portions of the town wall were destroyed when in 1759 

Wexford was declared an ‘open’ town (Thomas 1992). Despite this, several 

stretches of extant remains (c. 30%-Thomas 1992, 210) of the circuit of the 

town wall have been recorded by Moore (1996). 

The site of a Franciscan Friary established in 1230, largely destroyed in 

the 1640’s, is located 250 m to the north west of the development site (Moore 

1996, 163). St. Patrick’s Church is located 40 m to the west of the development 

site. The site of St. Peter’s Parish Church is located c.150 m to the south west of 

the development site, in the centre of St. Peter’s Square. The ruins of St. Mary’s 

Parish Church, which has references from 1365 (Hore 1906, in Moore 1996, 

162), is located c.100 m to the south of the site. The site of St. Doologe’s Parish 

Church, at the junction of Lower King Street and Barrack Street is 300 m to the 

south east (Moore 1996, 163).  

 

A plaque on the side of Gibson’s warehouse, across Peter’s Lane from the 

site states the following: 

Sráid Pheadair [Peter’s Street] 

The Norse trade route to the south county runs from 

The Pool of Wexford to Peter’s Gate on the escarpment. 

Two medieval castles stood on it, 

Hays Castle on the main street, town seat of the  

Norman family of Hays, & Waddings Castle at the Junction of Patrick’s Lane, 

residence of Bishop 

Luke Waddings of the late 1600’s. 

Both castles were demolished in the 19th century. 

In the Urban Archaeological Survey (Bradley and King) the description of 

Wadding’s Castle is as follows: ‘This stood in Peter’s Street at the corner of 
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Patrick’s Lane until c.1850 (Hore 1900-11, v, 86). It is referred to by this name 

in an inquisition of 1663 (Ibid., 350)’ (Bradley and King, 158). The point at 

which Patrick’s Lane and Peter Street intersect is located at the southwest edge 

of the development site. However, no archaeological remains were uncovered at 

this part of the site during monitoring. There was no mention of Hay’s Castle in 

any volume consulted during the process of researching for this report. However, 

there is mention of ‘Kenny’s Hall’ ‘ a castellated house located at No. 29 Main 

Street (Ibid., 158), perhaps this was a different name for ‘Hay’s Castle’ at some 

point.  

 

In Griffith’s Valuation of 1850 (figure 3) the text states that the site was in use 
as ‘malt stores, kiln and yard’ (195).  
 

5. Results of excavation 
Occupation evidence dating to the 13th century and later post medieval activity, 

in the form of a well and boundary wall, associated with the demolished buildings 

on Peter Street was excavated. The medieval activity was recorded at the central 

southern part of the site. The area of excavation measured 11.5m north-south 

by 12m east-west 

All the pits in the excavation trench were medieval in date and are likely 

to have served as rubbish dumps. The artefactual material and the faunal 

remains recovered from the various fills would support this hypothesis. There 

was no evidence that they were used for industrial practises, though waste 

material from industrial activity was mixed with domestic refuse. They were 

located in the area of the medieval house burgage plots. No evidence of 

medieval structures was recorded. It is likely to exist under the foundations of 

the existing upstanding structures on South Main Street. 

The pottery assemblage from the site was examined by the ceramic 

specialist Clare McCutcheon (Appendix 1). The majority of the pottery consisted 

of local and Irish wares, comprising of Lenister Cooking ware, Wexford-type 

coarse ware, ware, fine ware and cooking ware. The English wares consisted of 

Minety-type, Ham Green and Redcliffe wares. The Wexford-type wares indicate 

local pottery production, although no medieval pottery kilns have as yet been 

located in Wexford. The French wares particularly the Saintonge ware, from the 

southwest of France, jugs, represented the wealthier tastes.  

McCarthy (Appendix 2). The assemblage was small and in poor condition. 

The largest quantity of bone was recovered from pits 19 and 22. Cattle, sheep 

and pig were recorded as well as horse, domestic fowl, dog, goat and two 

species of fish. 
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The plant remains from the site were examined by A Four samples of slag 

were examined by Neil Fairburn (Appendix 4). The fragments were from the 

base of a smithing hearth. It was possible to piece the fragments of the base of 

the hearth together. The fragments were found in pits 6, 22 and 23. The 

presence of slag in the pits would indicate that a blacksmith was working in the 

vicinity of the site. It also indicates that the pits were open and in use at the 

same time.  

The conservation of the metal artefacts was undertaken by Adrian 

Kennedy (Appendix 5). A copper buckle, the base of a copper thimble, a 

fragment of copper and a half a dozen nails were conserved. The copper items 

were all recovered from the fill of pit 18. The nails were recovered from the fill of 

pit 27.  

Abigail Brewer (Appendix 3). Plant remains were recovered from pits 6, 

19, 22 and 23. The burnt fills of pit 19 were the most productive of the fills, 

wheat, barley, oat and arable weeds were identified. The majority of the samples 

contained evidence of cereals and arable weed. Some evidence of beans and 

peas were recorded. 

 

Medieval Pits 

Seven medieval rubbish pits were recorded within the area of the excavation, 6, 

18, 19, 22, 23, 26 and 27. They were located in proximity to one another. All the 

pits cut the subsoil, which was friable in nature and contained a high proportion 

of stone.  Pit 27 was truncated by the cut for the well. The pits  were located in 

proximity to each other in what was the area of a burgage plot. All of the pits 

were oval or sub-circular in plan. They did not occur in any particular order or 

alignment but were clustered together.  They varied in terms of size and 

amounts of fills. Many of the fills contained animal bone and L12th –14th century 

pottery. Charred plant remains were recovered from some of the fills.  

All the pits recorded were unlined. Six pit types were encountered during 

the medieval excavations in Waterford city, unlined, clay-lined, wattle-lined, 

timber-lined, stone-lined and a single example of a pit lined with oak chippings. 

Unlined pits were the most common and ranged in usage from the mid 11th to 

the 19th century. Pits were dug in any free space available in the backyards of 

houses (Hurley et al. 1997, 244). 

Pit 6 was the most regularly shaped of the pits (figure 6 & 13, plate 5). 

It was sub-circular in plan with steep sides and a concave base. Several sherds 

of native and imported pottery were recovered from the pit. Four different silty 
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clays were recorded in the pit. The fills included fragments of charcoal, shell, 

animal bone and iron slag.  

Pit 18 was truncated by a pit to the east by pit 19. It was located 

immediately south of pit 23. The pit was roughly sub-circular in plan (figure 7 & 

13, plate 6). The sides were vertical and smooth on the south and west, 

moderate and concave on the north, the base was flat. Four fills were recorded 

in the pit, they were a mix of silty and sandy clays. The upper fill 10 was the 

largest fill. Medieval pottery, burnt shell, animal bone, charcoal, a copper shoe 

buckle, a fragment of a copper thimble and a fragment of copper alloy were 

recorded in the pit. A very small sample of wheat was recorded in the fill. No 

finds were recorded from the other fills of the pit. 

Pit 19 cut the pit 18 to the south west. It was sub-circular in plan with 

vertical sides and a flat base. Four different silty clay fills were recorded in the 

pit. Artefacts and plant remains were recovered from the upper two fills, 11 & 

12, the lower two included stones and charcoal. The inclusions in the upper fills 

would indicate that the pit was used for the disposal of domestic rubbish. A small 

assemblage of medieval pottery and animal bone was recovered. The largest 

quantity of bone and the greatest diversity occurred in the upper fill 12. Sheep 

bones predominated in the sample. Domestic fowl and rabbit were also recorded. 

The plant remains recovered from the upper fill 12 was the largest on site, 

wheat, barley, oat, rye and weeds of cultivation were identified. 

Pit 22 was located south of pit 18 and 19. It was sub-circular in plan with 

smooth vertical sides on the north and west, steep and convex on the south, and 

stepped on the east and a flat base (figures 8 & 13, plate 7). Two silty clay 

fills were recorded in the pit. Medieval pottery, iron slag and animal bone and 

plant remains were recovered from the fills. The nature of the faunal assemblage 

would indicate that domestic meat waste was deposited in the pit. The remains 

of cattle, sheep, horse, dog, goat, domestic fowl, goose, and cod and plaice were 

recorded.  

Pit 23 was located northwest of pits 18 & 19. It was irregularly sub-

circular in plan with steeply sloping sides on the north, west and east (figures 9 

& 13, plate 8). The south side was undercut. The base was flat. A single silty 

clay fill was recorded in the pit. Medieval pottery, two fragments of flint, iron 

slag, animal bone and shell was recovered from the pit. A few grains of cereal 

and grasses were identified. 

Pit 26, was located to the west of the well. It was circular in plan pit with 

moderately sloping sides on the north, east and west and a steeply sloping side 

on the south (figures 10 & 13, plate 9). The fill of the pit was a brown silty 
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sandy clay and included charcoal and stones. A small number of medieval sherds 

of pottery and animal bone were recorded in the fill.  

Pit 27 was truncated by the well. It was located to the south of pit 6 (figures 11 

& 13, plate 10). It is an irregularly shaped pit with a stepped base. The sides 

are vertical and smooth on the east and west, gently sloped and undercut on the 

south and steeply sloped and smooth on the east. The fill of the pit was a grey 

silty clay and included charcoal and stones. A small number of sherds of 

medieval pottery and animal bone were recorded in the fill. 

 

The well 

A well was recorded in the southern portion of the area of excavation. The well 

was recorded but was not excavated as it was not safe to do so. A large pit was 

dug to accommodate the well. It was sub-circular in plan and extended for c. 5 

m north-south by 4m east-west and was c. 5 m in depth (figure 13, plates 2 & 

3). A dry stone well composed of corbelled sub-rounded stone was built in the 

pit, the pit was then backfilled using re-deposited natural soil and other mixed 

rubble and clay deposits. The well was capped with wood and surmounted by a 

concrete cover. This work was probably done when the well went out of use. 

The basal course of a boundary wall was located on the western side of 

the well. It measured 4.8m north-south by 0.7m in width (figure 13, plate 2). 

It was constructed of mortared rubble stone. The wall was probably a boundary 

wall for a premises that fronted onto St. Peter’s Street. A second wall, was 

located 3.4 m east of the well. It was likely to form the eastern limit of the 

property that fronted onto Peter’s Street. The wall was recorded for a length of  

8.5m north-south by 0.6 m in width. The wall was constructed of rubble stone.  

 

6. Conclusions 
The archaeology recorded and excavated at the rear of premises 56 to 60 South 

Main Street, Wexford town, was domestic in nature. Seven medieval pits filled 

with domestic waste including broken pottery, animal bone, charcoal and small 

amounts of metal were excavated. These pits were presumably used by the 

inhabitants of South Main Street or Peter’s Street or were possibly associated 

with St. Patrick’s Parish Church to the west of the site. The pits were open and 

use at the same time. This was demonstrated by the fact that fragments of the 

base of a smithing hearth were found in three of the pits.  

The well was later than the medieval pits, the cut of the well truncated 

the southern edge of pit 27. The fact that the well was located between the two 
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property boundary walls suggested that the well was contemporaneous with the 

walls and the property that fronted onto Peter Street. 

All of the pits excavated behind 56-60 South Main Street, Wexford, were 

unlined. In Waterford city, of the six pit types encountered during the medieval 

excavations (un-lined, clay-lined, wattle-lined, timber-lined, stone-lined and one 

pit lined with oak chippings), unlined pits were the most common (Hurley et al. 

1997, 244). These pits ranged in usage from the mid 11th to the 19th century. 

Pits were dug in any free space available in the backyards of houses. (Ibid.).  
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8. Figures and Plates 

 

NB: Maps reproduced under licence where appropriate 

Ordnance Survey Ireland Licence No. AU 0005603 © Government of 

Ireland 

 

 

Figure 1: Discovery Series Map 77, Site Location Highlighted in Blue 
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Figure 2: First Edition Ordnance Survey Map, 1841. Site Location 
Highlighted in Red 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Griffith's Valuation Map 1850. Site Location Highlighted 
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Figure 4: Urban Archaeological Survey Map. Site Location Outlined, 
Excavated Area Highlighted in Red 

 

 

Figure 5: Development Site With Excavated Area Highlighted in Red 
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Figure 6: Section of Pit Cut Context #6 

 

 

Figure 7: Section of Pits With Cut Context #18 & 19 
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Figure 8: Section of Pit Cut Context #22 

 

 

Figure 9: Section of Pit Cut Context #23 
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Figure 10: Profile of Pit Cut Context #26 

 

 

Figure 11: Profile of Pit Cut Context #27 
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Figure 12: Profile of The Well 
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Plate 1: Excavation Site 

 

Plate 2: Pre-ex of Well 

 

Plate 3: Post-ex of Well Interior 

 

Plate 4: Worked Timber From Well 

 

 

Plate 5: Context 6 From East 

 

Plate 6: Contexts 18&19 From South 
West 
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Plate 7: Context 22 From West Plate 8: Context 23 From West 

 

Plate 9: Context 26 From North 

 

Plate 10: Context 27 From North East 
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9. Appendices 
 

9.1  Pottery Report 
The pottery from 56-60 South Main Street, Wexford (02E1167) 

By Clare McCutcheon MA MIAI 

 

Introduction 

A total of 213sherds of medieval pottery were recovered from the site. Following 

some assembly, this was reduced to 198 sherds. The sherds were visually 

identified and the information is presented in Table 1. This lists the number of 

sherds in each fabric type. The minimum number of vessels represented is also 

listed along with the probable form and the known date of distribution in Ireland.  

Previous excavation at Oyster Lane in 1974 by Wallace recovered more 

than 900 sherds of medieval ware but this material has not been examined in 

detail (Wallace 1974). Excavations in 1988 by Bourke (1988-9; 1995) at Bride 

Street/North Main Street recovered quantities of eleventh to thirteenth century 

pottery in association with fifteen post and wattle houses. While Saintonge wares 

were also found on that site, much of the material consisted of twelfth century 

wares such as Ham Green, Minety-type and Leinster Cooking Wares 

(McCutcheon in prep). Similarly, medieval pottery has been recovered at town 

wall sites at Abbey Street (Ó Floinn 1980-81, 63) and by further test trenching 

at Bride Street (Meenan 1989-90). More recent excavations in Wexford town 

(Wren 1994; 2000; Noonan & Elder 2000), have recovered a range of twelfth 

and thirteenth century pottery (McCutcheon forthcoming (a-c)), very similar to 

that found in other urban areas in Ireland, particularly Waterford (Gahan & 

McCutcheon 1997) and more recently Kilkenny (McCutcheon forthcoming (d)).  
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Fabric-type Sherds MNV MVR Form Date 

Minety-type 1 - 1 Pitcher 12th-M13th 

Ham Green A 4 - 1 Jug 1120-1160 

Ham Green B 8 - 1 Jug L12th-M13th 

Ham Green cooking ware 1 - 1 Cooking pot 12th-M13th  

Redcliffe 14 - >2 Jugs M13th-14th  

Leinster Cooking ware 39 - 3 Platter, cooking pots L12th-14th 

Wexford-type coarse 

ware 

12 - 5 Platter, dripping dish, 

jugs 

L12th-

M13th? 

Wexford-type ware 43 - >4 Jugs  13th  

Wexford-type fine ware 3 - 1 Jug L13th-14th? 

Wexford-type cooking 

ware 

31 - >1 Cooking pot 13th 

Miscellaneous French 2 - 2 Jugs L12th-

E13th?  

Saintonge green glazed 40 - 4 pégau,  jugs 13th-14th 

Total 198     

Table 1: Pottery from 56-60 South Main Street, Wexford.  

 

English wares 

The fabrics of the Minety-type, Ham Green and Redcliffe wares have been 

analysed and described in detail by Vince (1988, 258-64).  

 

Minety-type 

Sherds of Minety-type ware from North Wiltshire have been recovered in 

Wexford town (McCutcheon forthcoming (a)) and in some quantity from the 

Waterford excavations (Gahan & McCutcheon 1997, table 11.1). A single sherd 

was recovered on this excavations, the fabric a distinctive dark grey with 

sponge-like holes, characteristic of the limestone in the clay.  

 

Ham Green 

Ham Green pottery is a hand-built ware from Bristol that has been extensively 

described (Barton 1963) and dates from the early 12th to the mid-13th centuries 

(Ponsford 1991, 98). This ware is found widely in Ireland and especially in the 

Waterford city excavations where it accounts for some 45% of the medieval 

material (Gahan & McCutcheon 1997, 286).  

There are four sherds that may be of Ham Green A ware dating to c. 1120-

1160. Three sherds are from the same vessel and are all decorated with shallow 

combing, a motif more commonly characteristic of Minety-type ware. The fourth 
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sherd appears to have more obvious quartz grains although the applied plastic 

decoration is also normally found on Ham Green B ware.  

Ham Green B is dated to c. 1175-1250 (Ponsford 1991, 98). A single rim 

sherd has been identified as the rim of a Ham Green cooking ware pot.  

 

Redcliffe 

By 1250 Ham Green ware is thought to have been put out of business by the 

wheel-thrown Redcliffe wares, also from Bristol (ibid 95). Some of the sherds 

had the typical applied decoration and the fabric also shows the characteristic 

‘sandwich’ effect with the pale grey/buff margin and dark grey centre.  

 

Local/Irish wares 

Leinster Cooking Ware 

Leinster Cooking Ware is ‘the single most widespread medieval pottery type in 

Leinster’ (ó Floinn 1988, 340) and it has been found in varying quantities on 

both urban and rural sites from Waterford to Dublin and all parts in between. 

The most distinctive feature of the manufacture of Leinster Cooking Ware is the 

sand-marked base, resulting from placing the hand-built vessel on a bed of sand 

to assist in rotation. On firing this material was burnt out leaving a very pitted 

base.  

This assemblage contains evidence of at least two cooking pots and a 

small sherd from a platter. These were flat oval or rectangular slabs, sometimes 

with a raised lip or rim. One of the body sherds had four decorative marks, 

incised circles possibly made with the quill end of a bird’s feather.  

 

Wexford-type 

A group of glazed wares are most likely to be locally made and are styled 

Wexford-type for convenience. As yet no medieval pottery kilns have been 

located in the area but it is almost certain that several kilns were supplying the 

needs of the area, primarily associated with the Anglo-Normans. The main fabric 

resembles Sweetman's Group B from Ferns Castle (1979, 228—9) and differs 

from other wares of the region such as Waterford-type (Gahan & McCutcheon 

1997, 323-8). Some of the sherds are very micaceous and some have a large 

calcareous content, similar to some of the wares found at Kells Priory 

(McCutcheon in press). It is very probable that Wexford would have had a local 

kiln at an early stage following the Anglo-Norman invasion because of its 

proximity to the Bristol channel area, while Dublin is recorded as having a street 

of potters (vicus pottorum) by 1190 AD (Brooks 1936, 22).  

Eachtra Archaeological Projects 

E:\Eachtra Jobs 15-12-00\Wexford\Wexford Town\56-60 South Main St, Wxfrd\02E1167 Reports\Final Report South Main Street_JK.doc 23 
 



Final Archaeological Excavation Report for 56-60 South Main Street, Wexford 

Not enough medieval material has been either excavated or published 

from Wexford town to allow for definite identification as yet. While the fabric 

types found are typical of recent excavations in Wexford town, this assemblage 

gives a hint of a possible development or variety within the probable local wares. 

It appears that there may be a development similar to that becoming evident in 

Kilkenny (McCutcheon forthcoming (d)), and clearly evident in Dublin 

(McCutcheon 2000), of a hand-built coarse ware, a cleaner wheel-thrown ware, 

and a fine clay wheel-thrown ware. While these may have been contemporary, it 

appears in Dublin that the fabrics developed from the later twelfth through the 

thirteenth and into the early fourteenth century at least.  

 

Wexford-type coarse ware 

The coarse ware in this assemblage represents five vessels which are hand-built 

in a coarse clay with visible mica. The three jugs are denoted by the presence of 

three different handles, one a solid rod with two large thumbing marks to attach 

it to the jug body; the second also with large thumbings but with two set of 

diagonal slashes divided by a central line and the third with the base of the 

handle also decorated, this time with three sets of slashes. The jugs were 

decorated with a dull thin brown glaze. 

The fourth piece appears to be from a platter, similar to the Leinster 

Cooking Ware piece, but this time with a rim edge c.25mm high. There is a thick, 

dark, iron?-rich glaze covering the inside and over the rim with soot on the 

outside edge giving evidence that the vessel was used in cooking. The second 

dish is a more traditionally shaped pan or dripping dish with a higher side, a red 

fabric and green internal glaze. This may have had a single handle on one side 

and similar vessels were also found in Waterford (Gahan & McCutcheon 1997, 

323).  

 

Wexford-type ware 

As with the Dublin-type wares, this constitutes the majority of the locally-made 

glazed pottery and appears to date to the 13th century.  The vessels are wheel-

thrown, the glaze is thicker and more lustrous and there is some decoration in 

the form of applied stamped ‘raspberry’ pads. There is one bridge spout and one 

pulled spout in the assemblage while there are four different bases, three with 

pairs of thumbed decorations at regular interval. The third base is flat and 

splayed similar to the Saintonge jugs.  

A single handle may be of Wexford-type ware but it is something of an 

anomaly in a cream fabric, well finished with a central line of diagonal slashes 

down the centre.  
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Wexford-type cooking ware 

It is likely that a local cooking ware was produced to meet the demands of the 

expanding urban population. The material styled Wexford-type cooking ware is 

an unglazed ware, similar to but somewhat harder fired than the Leinster 

Cooking Ware. The ware is similar to Sweetman's cooking pottery at Ferns Castle 

(1979, 232).   

 

French wares 

Miscellaneous French 

This term is a generic one as the wares are as yet unlocated to a particular part 

of France. While previously labelled North French white wares (cf. Gahan & 

McCutcheon 1997, 307, table 11.2), even this term is too specific as the glazed 

wares have been found not to come from the northern France/Flanders area 

(McCutcheon in prep). These sherds may indicate the late 12th to early 13th 

century trade in the mid-west region prior to the shift in focus to the south-west 

of France in the early to mid-13th century. They have been found consistently in 

Irish urban excavations from the later 12th century (ibid.). The clay is off-white 

and quartz rich but the glaze does not have the distinctive mottling of the later 

Saintonge green glazed wares.  

 

Saintonge 

Saintonge wares were imported as a by-product of the wine trade with Bordeaux 

(Deroeux & Dufournier 1991, 163-77), which developed in particular after the 

loss of Normandy in 1204 AD (Clarke 1983, 19). Saintonge wares are found in 

large quantities in the south coast ports of both Ireland and England, especially 

Cork (McCutcheon 1996, 45; 1997, 82-3); Waterford (Gahan & McCutcheon 

1997, 308-18); and Southampton (Platt & Coleman-Smith 1975).  

The fabric is generally off-white clay, the vessels are wheel-thrown and 

the glaze is a clear lead with copper filings added, giving the jugs the 

characteristic mottled green finish. There are body and handle sherds 

representing at least three jugs in the assemblage. In addition, one handle 

extending from the rim rather than below the rim as with the jugs, represents a 

pégau or pitcher. These were round-bellied squat pitchers with three handles and 

a large applied spout, often with the bridge or rim cut away inside the spout for 

ease in pouring.  
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Context 

number 

Finds 

Numbers 

Fabric type Museum number 

2 1 Ham Green A 

Ham Green B 

Ham Green cooking 

Redcliffe  

Leinster Cooking Ware 

Wexford-type 

Wexford-type cooking ware 

Saintonge green glazed 

13, 14, 17 

15, 16 

1® 

9(B), 18 

2(B), 4, 5 

8, 12 

6(B), 7 

10(H) 

3 17 Leinster Cooking Ware 

Wexford-type coarse ware 

Wexford-type 

Wexford-type cooking ware 

6 

5(B) 

7 

4 

4 2 Ham Green A? 1 

4 22 Ham Green B 

Redcliffe 

3 

4 

7 4 Leinster Cooking Ware 

Wexford-type coarse ware 

Wexford-type ware 

 

Wexford-type fine ware 

Wexford-type cooking ware 

Redcliffe 

Saintonge green glazed 

33(B), 34(B), 35-37, 39-41, 45, 48, 

53, 56-58 

28(H), 30, 31(H), 50(B), 66 

7, 8, 9(B), 10—16, 

17+20+25+63(B), 18(B), 

19+64(B), 22, 26, 27(B), 59(B), 

62, 65(H), 69(B), 71, 79 

32, 74 

30, 34, 43, 44, 47, 49, 52, 55, 73 

5, 12, 68, 70 

1-3, 6, 10, 21, 23(H), 24, 60, 61 

10 7 Wexford-type cooking ware 

Redcliffe? 

Saintonge green glazed 

1, 2, 5®, 6, 7+8 

9 

10, 11 

11 21 Saintonge green glazed 3, 4(B) 

12 19 Leinster Cooking Ware 

Wexford-type ware 

Saintonge green glazed 

1, 2 

7(RS), 8-10 

3-6 

20 32 Ham Green B 

Leinster Cooking Ware 

Wexford-type cooking ware 

Saintonge green glazed 

5® 

1, 4(B) 

2+3 

6+7 

21 29 Minety-type 

Ham Green B 

29 

23®, 25(B), 37 
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Context 

number 

Finds 

Numbers 

Fabric type Museum number 

Redcliffe 

Leinster Cooking Ware 

 

Wexford-type coarse ware 

Wexford-type ware 

 

Wexford-type fine ware 

Wexford-type cooking ware 

Miscellaneous French 

Saintonge green glazed 

11+16, 30, 38+59, 40 

35+66(RB platter), 53®, 54®,  

57(B), 58-62, 67-70, 71(B), 72, 73 

21(RB platter), 22(RB), 28®, 46-48 

25(H), 26(B), 27(B), 32+33, 36, 

43, 44, 50, 51+52, 56®, 65, 76 

31 

35, 49, 63-65, 74+75, 77 

4® 

1®, 2+6, 3(H), 5(RS), 7, 8(H), 

9+10(H), 13-20, 41, 43 

24 33 Ham Green B 

Redcliffe 

Leinster Cooking Ware 

Wexford-type ware 

Wexford-type cooking ware 

Miscellaneous French 

Saintonge green glazed 

5 

7, 9 

1(B) 

6(RS), 8 

2-4 

12 

10, 11 

25 31 Wexford-type cooking ware 1(B), 2(B), 3 
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9.2 Bone Assemblage Report 
By Margaret McCarthy 

Introduction 

The excavation at 56-60 South Main Street, Wexford resulted in the recovery of 

a relatively small sample of animal bones. All of these came from various fills of 

medieval pits some of which were dug to contain domestic waste. The largest 

quantities of animal bones were recovered from Context 19 and Context 22. The 

samples recovered from the other four pits are very small however and it is 

doubtful whether these features were primarily used for waste disposal.  

The bone material was relatively poorly preserved given the 

circumstances of the finds. Faunal material from sealed pits generally tends to 

survive very well. This is indicative of a slow build up of deposits where bone 

specimens were left exposed on the occupation surface for some time before 

being discarded into the pits. Many of the postcranial fragments were brittle and 

eroded and there was an abundance of loose teeth in all samples. The high rate 

of fragmentation is probably due to trampling and weathering although food 

preparation techniques involving maximum use of the carcass may also have 

contributed to the fragmented condition of the sample.  

The bone material was recorded by individual context and sorted into 

identifiable and non-identifiable specimens. Many bones could not be positively 

identified to species and these were sorted into three higher taxonomic 

categories. When a specimen could not be assigned to sheep or pig, the category 

'medium-sized mammal' (MM) was used. In the same way, specimens that could 

not be positively identified as cattle and may also have belonged to horse or red 

deer were assigned to the category 'large-sized mammal' (LM). All ribs and 

many skull and vertebra fragments were classified as large and medium 

mammal remains only. The third group included those specimens that could not 

be identified to species, element or size category. These bones were counted and 

butchery marks, traces of burning and carnivore gnawing were recorded. The 

ageing of domestic animals was established using the epiphysial fusion rates 

quoted by Silver (1971) for limb bones. All mandibles were recorded using 

Grant's (1975) method, which involves the recording of eruption and wear 

stages on the molars and the assigning of a numerical value (nv) to the 

mandibles. The relative frequencies of the animals represented were estimated 

by the percentage of bones for each species identified and by the minimum 

number of individuals present. The latter figure was estimated for each context 

and was based on longbones only. 

Sheep were distinguished from goat by close examination of suitable 

bones as outlined by Boessneck (1969) and Prummel and Frisch (1986) and by 
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comparison with modern skeletal material. The ovicaprid bones are all referred 

to as 'sheep' in the text as many of them were definitely identified to this species 

by morphological traits and just one bone was positively identified as belonging 

to goat. 

 

Analysis 

The entire assemblage of animal bones was examined. Material from disturbed 

contexts was separated at the initial stage of investigation and the data from 

these features was not included in the overall analysis. The material is described 

below by individual pit and a list of the identified species for each context is 

given in Table 1.  

 

C6  

A total of nine bones were recovered from two fills of this pit. The uppermost fill 

(C2) yielded four bones. These were in a very poor condition and none were 

diagnostic to species. Three fragments can be classified as long bone remains 

from a large-sized mammal. The other is burnt to a white calcined state and is 

not unidentifiable to either species or element. A layer of soft brown sandy clay 

(C4) underneath C2 produced five bones. Two of these are identifiable to pig, 

the proximal portion of a tibia from an individual less than three years of age 

and the midshaft portion of a radius. The remaining three bones belong to a 

large-sized mammal, one comes from an undiagnostic area of the humerus and 

the other two are long-bone fragments.  

 
C19 

The two uppermost fills of this pit yielded sufficient amounts of bone to indicate 

that it had been used for rubbish disposal. Context 11, a thin layer of peat ash 

contained nine bones all of which can be taken to species level. A sesamoid 

bone, the distal portion of a metatarsus and a skull fragment originate from 

cattle. The unfused nature of the metatarsus indicates that it belongs to an 

individual that had reached two and a half years of age at slaughter. The bone 

displays a butchery mark in the form of a single horizontal chop on the joint 

surface caused during the removal of the hide from the carcass. Pig is 

represented by four skull fragments and the midshaft portion of a right maxilla. 

The third molar is visible in the crypt but it has not yet erupted indicating an 

individual c. 2 years of age. 

 The largest quantity of bones and the greatest diversity of species occur 

in C12, another layer of peat ash. A total of 48 bones were examined and 22 of 

these are diagnostic. The sample is noteworthy for the predominance of sheep 
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bones (16) and the total absence of pig remains. At least two sheep are 

represented based on the presence of the proximal ends of two right 

metacarpals. Most other parts of the skeleton are also present indicating that the 

waste from primary butchery was discarded along with table waste into this pit. 

Ageing evidence suggests the presence of sheep that were slaughtered at their 

prime meat-bearing age i.e. 2.5-3 years old. Butchery marks are very scarce 

due probably to the poor condition of the bones. The only noticeable cut mark is 

to the cranial surface of the second neck vertebra, which shows a transverse 

chop associated perhaps with decapitation. 

 There is just one cow bone, the distal joint surface of a right femur from 

an adult individual at least over 3.5 years at slaughter. Two metatarsals are 

readily distinguishable to horse and one of these has very crude chop marks on 

the midshaft lateral surface. Other species present in the sample are domestic 

fowl and rabbit. The domestic fowl bones include the midshaft portion of a femur 

and an almost complete left pelvis. A complete left femur is identified as an adult 

rabbit. The remainder of the sample consists of 12 medium mammal bones and 

14 large mammal bones. 

 
C22 

The contents of this pit also indicate that it functioned as a repository for 

domestic meat waste. Many of the bones were unidentifiable however and a 

large proportion of the sample could only be classified into the two main size 

groupings described in the introduction.  A total of 89 bones were recovered and 

the densest concentration was in the lower fill (C21). The upper fill (C20) 

contained three identifiable bones, a lumbar vertebra of a cow and a humerus 

and a scapula belonging to sheep. The remaining 86 bones came from the base 

of the pit and included the identifiable remains of cattle, sheep, horse, dog, goat, 

domestic fowl and goose and two species of fish, cod and plaice. Cattle are the 

most numerous amongst the finds contributing a total of 24 bones to the 

identifiable sample. Most parts of the skeleton are present although peripheral 

elements such as teeth, skull fragments and lower limb bones predominate. 

Ageing data is scarce but an unfused scapula and various unfused limb bones 

indicate that animals were slaughtered for their meat at a relatively young age. 

The humerus, radius and phalanxes are all unfused proximally and distally 

representing individuals between 2.5 and 3.5 years of age. Some of the upper 

limbs bones bear chop marks associated with carcass division and meat 

consumption. Sheep are second in importance numerically with a total of 11 

identifiable bones. At least two individuals are present and one horn core 

represents an adult ram. Most of the fragments are from young individuals and 

Eachtra Archaeological Projects 

E:\Eachtra Jobs 15-12-00\Wexford\Wexford Town\56-60 South Main St, Wxfrd\02E1167 Reports\Final Report South Main Street_JK.doc 32 
 



Final Archaeological Excavation Report for 56-60 South Main Street, Wexford 

meat acquisitioning seems significant. Goat is present as a single female horn 

core and pig bones are once again absent. Horse is represented by the distal 

portion of a metacarpus which had been split axially. A cow metacarpus was also 

chopped along the axial length of the bone, the intention being presumably to 

gain access to the marrow. The single dog bone, a left mandible with severely 

worn teeth, originates from an animal that would have been similar in size to a 

modern Labrador. Domestic fowl and goose are also present as individual bones, 

a distal radius and proximal ulna respectively. Fish seem to have contributed to 

the menu from time to time also and although the sample amounts to just three 

bones, it provides evidence for the consumption of plaice, Pleuronectes platessa, 

and cod, Gadua morhua, by the occupants.  

 
C23  

A layer of dark brown silty clay (C7) within this pit produced seven bones. Three 

of these are upper molars from an adult cow, the other four fragments are burnt 

and are not identifiable to species. 

 
C26 

The single fill (C25) of this pit contained the distal portion of a cow humerus 

which had been split axially to gain access to the marrow. The remainder of the 

sample consisted of rib fragments, four belonging to a large-sized animal and 

one to a medium-sized individual. 

 
C27 

This rubbish pit must rarely have been used for discarding meat waste as the fill 

(C24) yielded just one animal bone, a small portion of a cow skull with the base 

of a horn core attached. 

 

Conclusions 

The excavation at 56-60 South Main Street resulted in the collection of a 

relatively small assemblage of stratified animal bone representing the food 

remains of the former medieval occupants of the site. The samples collected 

from six pits can be interpreted as including waste from the initial slaughter and 

dismemberment of the animals to food preparation techniques and eventual 

consumption. Cattle remains predominate followed by lesser amounts of sheep 

and an unusually low count for pig. The conditions of preservation are poor 

however and the various categories of unidentified material form a 

comparatively high proportion of the total sample. An examination of the 

elements represented shows a higher proportion than is usual for an urban site 

of cranial fragments and loose teeth. There is a strong suggestion therefore that 
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the assemblage is biased towards the larger domesticates, in particular cattle. 

Goat, horse, and dog complete the domestic mammal content of the assemblage 

and chop marks on a couple of horse bones attest to the occasional consumption 

of this animal. Little else can be said about the samples other than that domestic 

fowl and geese were kept by the occupants and that the resources of the sea 

were also exploited from time to time. Overall meat acquisition seems to have 

relied on an economy that centred largely around cattle and sheep husbandry.  

 

Representation of domestic mammals by individual pit 

 CATTLE S/G* PIG HORSE DOG LM* MM* UNID* TOTAL 

          

Pit C6          

C2 - - - - - 3 - 1 4 

C4 - - 2 - - 3 - - 5 

Pit C19          

C11 3 - 5 - - - - - 8 

C12 1 16 - 2 - 14 12 - 45 

Pit C22          

C20 1 2 - - - - - - 3 

C21 24 11/1 - 1 1 23 19 - 80 

Pit C23          

C7 3 - - - - - - 4 7 

Pit C26          

C25 1 - - - - 4 1 - 6 

Pit C27          

C24 1 - - - - - - - 1 

          

Total 34 30 7 3 1 47 32 5 159 

LM* Large mammal    MM* Medium mammal   UNID* Unidentifiable  

S/G* Sheep/Goat 
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9.3  Plant Remains 
The Plant Remains from 50-60 South Main Street, Wexford 

By Abigail Brewer 

 

Introduction 

Nine samples from the site at 56-60 South Main Street were examined for plant 

remains. The soil samples were processed using manual flotation and sieved 

using sieves with meshes of 1mm, 500µm and 250µm. All the samples came 

from pit fills. The pits contained animal bone and pottery sherds as well as plant 

remains and all were interpreted as being domestic refuse pits. 

The most productive sample from the site was taken from Context 12, 

which was a fill of pit Context 19. This pit fill was a peat ash layer and also 

contained pottery, metal and animal bone. It contained a high concentration of 

charred plant remains, including wheat (Triticum sp.), barley (Hordeum sp.) and 

oat grains (Avena sp.), corn marigold (Chrysanthemum segetum) seeds, vetch 

(Vicia sp.) seeds and cereal chaff. The other samples from the site all contained 

some plant remains, mainly cereals and arable weeds, but not in great quantity. 

One sample, taken from Context 7 contained a common pea (Pisum sativum). 

Contexts 2 and 4 both contained remains of a large legume that was almost 

certainly also pea and Context 5 contained what was probably a broad bean 

(Vicia cf faba). 

 

Crop Plants 

Wheat was the most common cereal at the site as it was present in five samples 

and dominant in four. Barley was present in four samples and oat was present in 

five samples. Context twelve contained the majority of the plant remains from 

the site, including 311 wheat grains, 98 barley grains and 87 oat grains in the 

sample. Wheat was the most numerous cereal at 26 and 33 Patrick’s Street, 

Kilkenny and Adare Castle, Co. Limerick (Brewer unpublished).  It was also the 

most common cereal from a corn-drying kiln at Kilferagh, Co. Kilkenny (Monk 

1987, 99). The occurrence of wheat, and bread wheat in particular, increases 

after 1200 AD (Monk 1985, 34). In Waterford oats were the dominant species 

throughout both the Hiberno-Norse and Anglo-Norman periods, but wheat 

became more common in the later levels, probably due to Anglo-Norman 

influence (Tierney and Hannon 1998, 890).  

The incidence of peas and beans also increases in the medieval period 

due to the Anglo-Norman influence on agriculture (Monk 1985, 34). Peas and 

beans are essential to the three field system of agriculture as they fix nitrogen in 

the soil, making it more fertile. This system of agriculture may have been 
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introduced to Ireland in the Medieval period by the Anglo-Normans (ibid.). Peas 

and beans can be dried and stored for consumption throughout the winter. 

Anglo-Norman settlement in Ireland concentrated on the more fertile land 

that was suitable for cereal production and that could be farmed intensively to 

produce a cash surplus (Mitchell and Ryan 1998, 307). Wexford, like Kilkenny, is 

situated in an area suitable for cereal production and this may be one of the 

reasons that bread wheat is dominant at the site. 

 

Weeds 

Context twelve also contained several species of arable weeds, including Corn 

marigold, stinking mayweed (Anthemis cotula), knotgrass (Polygonum 

aviculare), docks (Rumex sp.), and orache (Atriplex sp). The most common 

weed by far in this sample however is vetch, probably common vetch (Vicia cf 

cracca). There were 195 seeds of common vetch in this sample. Arable weeds 

present in the other samples include ribwort plantain (Plantago lanceolata) and 

brome grass (Bromus sp.). 

In Fitzherbert’s Boke of Husbandry written in 1523, docks, corn marigold 

and stinking mayweed are mentioned as being problematic weeds (Salisbury 

1961, 146). Weeds such as stinking mayweed and corn marigold are common at 

medieval urban sites such as Waterford and Kilkenny, where they probably grew 

as urban weeds. However they are also found in charred cereal assemblages, for 

instance at Ballysimon, Co. Limerick (Brewer 2001, 48) and Killalee, Co. Kerry. 

Both stinking mayweed and corn marigold become increasingly abundant during 

the medieval period in both Britain and Ireland (Greig 1988, 190). Their increase 

in numbers appears to be related to the use of heavier ploughs, and particularly 

the mouldboard plough (Jones 1988, 90). Both these species are today rather 

rare in Ireland due to changes in farming practices. Species of vetch are also 

commonly encountered in medieval archaeobotanical assemblages. Fitzherbert 

also described stinking mayweed as being ‘the worst wede that is, excepte terre’ 

(terre being Vicia sp.) (ibid. 90). Common vetch grows in hedges and waste 

places today. 

 

Gathered Plants 

One seed of blackberry, from Context 22, and one fragment of a hazelnut shell, 

from Context 2, are the only remains of gathered food at 56-60 South Main 

Street. Fruit stones and seeds have been found at many medieval urban sites 

such as Dublin and Waterford but these are often found in waterlogged cesspits. 

The scarcity of fruit remains from the Wexford site could be mainly due to 

taphonomy.  
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Plants such as rushes and sedges were gathered in the Medieval period 

for use as bedding, flooring and roofing material. They are found in both 

waterlogged and charred assemblages from Medieval sites. Two sedge nutlets, 

from Contexts 7 and 21, were found at South Main Street. It is possible that 

their presence at the site is due to sedges being used as flooring or bedding 

material. Alternatively sedges may have grown as weeds in damp cornfields.  

 

Conclusion 

The plant remains from 56-60 South Main Street, Wexford are similar to those 

from other Medieval sites. The incidence of wheat, peas and broad bean at the 

site is indicative of the increased importance of these crops in the Medieval 

period. The presence of stinking mayweed and corn marigold is similar to other 

Medieval sites as these weeds become increasingly common in the Medieval 

period and probably also indicates the use of a mouldboard plough for 

cultivation. 

The archaeobotanical evidence shows an increased production of wheat, 

particularly bread wheat after the arrival of the Anglo-Normans and the plant 

remains from Wexford reflect this change. The presence of peas and beans and 

the use of the three-field system of crop rotation and the use of the mouldboard 

plough also appear to be the result of increased contact and influence of Europe 

during the Medieval period. 
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56-60 South Main Street, 
Wexford 

 02E1167          

           

            

          

          

1         zel 

          

          

          

            

          

          

  1        

          

          

          

          

          

 Pit no.s 6 6 6 23 18 19 19 22 22

Context no.s 2 4 5 7 10 11 12 21 22

Taxa Sample no.s 2 3 6 1 9 14 16 21 24

  

Corylaceae Corylus avellana Ha

  

Polgonaceae Polygonum 

aviculare 

3 1 Knotgrass

 Rumex sp. 3 Docks

Chenopodiaceae Atriplex 

patula/prostrata 

2 Common/Spearleaved Orache

  

Rosaceae Potentilla sp. 

 Rubus fruticosus 1 Blackberry

  

Leguminoseae Pisum sativum 1 Pea

 cf Pisum sativum 1 1

 Vicia cf cracca 195 Common vetch
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56-60 South Main Street, 
Wexford 

 02E1167          

          

     3     

          

       1   

          

          

          

          

          

          

          

          

      2    

         

      2    

          

         

 cf Vicia faba 1 Broad bean

 Vicia sp. 

  

Rubiaceae Galium sp. 

  

Plantaginaceae Plantago lanceolata 1 Ribwort plantain

  

Compositeae Chrysanthemum 

segetum 

1 21 Corn marigold

 Anthemis cotula 4 Stinking mayweed

  

Gramineae Triticum sp. (grains) 1 1 2 17 311 Wheat

 Hordeum sp. 

(grains) 

1 4 7 98 Barley

 Hordeum sp. 

(internode) 

 Avena sp.(grains) 1 1 1 3 87 Oat

 Avena sp.  (awns) 

 Secale cereale 

(internode) 

1 Rye

56-60 South Main Street,  02E1167 
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56-60 South Main Street, 
Wexford 

 02E1167          

           

            

          

          

            

         

          

          

          

          

          

          

Wexford 
 Pit no.s 6 6 6 23 18 19 19 22 22

Context no.s 2 4 5 7 10 11 12 21 22

Taxa Sample no.s 2 3 6 1 9 14 16 21 24

  

Straw internode 1

 Cerealia ** *** ** ** *** **

 Bromus sp. 1 1 Brome grass

 Gramineae indet. 1 4 1 3 Grasses

  

Cyperaceae Cyperaceae indet. 1 1 Sedges

  

 Stalks ** **

 

Eachtra Archaeological Projects 

E:\Eachtra Jobs 15-12-00\Wexford\Wexford Town\56-60 South Main St, Wxfrd\02E1167 Reports\Final Report South Main Street_JK.doc 41 
 



Final Archaeological Excavation Report for 56-60 South Main Street, Wexford 

9.4  Metallergy Report 
Assessment of the Metallurgical Residues from the archaeological work 

undertaken by Eachtra Archaeology at Wexford, County Wexford 

 
By Neil Fairburn, Network Archaeology Ltd. 

 

Summary 

Eachtra Archaeology recovered four pieces of slag from one site, possibly a 

rubbish pit, during excavations within the city walls of Wexford, County Wexford. 

They weighed a total of 4.71kg and all were submitted for analysis by the 

author. The four pieces of slag were part of a large, but broken, plano convex 

smithing hearth bottom and may possibly indicate that there was a smithing site 

in the near vicinity, inside the Medieval City Walls of Wexford. Further work in 

the area should be carried out in the future to try pinpoint its location.  

 

Introduction 

The manufacture of an iron artefact from iron ore can be separated into three 

distinct processes. The smelting of the ore in a furnace, which will produce a 

bloom of iron as well as fayaltic slag residues; the primary smithing 

consolidation of the iron bloom into a billet; and thirdly secondary smithing, the 

shaping of the billet into an object. 

All of these processes will leave a range of residues. 

 

Work by Brian Scott (1991) has indicated the range of material that might be 

found on early ironworking sites in Ireland, but there has been very little work 

analytical work carried out on any subsequently excavated sites of a similar early 

date and later dates. Experimental and analytical work on iron production and 

iron working residues in Britain, particularly work by Peter Crew, Snowdonia 

National Park, at Bryn y Castell, Crawcwellt and Llwyn Du, Wales, (Crew 1986, 

1989, 1990, 1991, 1998, Crew and Crew 1995) and Gerry McDonnell, Bradford 

University (1988), has clearly shown the nature of the archaeological evidence 

for iron production and for secondary smithing, and archaeologists can now 

identify the range of metalworking activity on sites more confidently. 

 

Quantification of the Metalworking residues from the Wexford 

Excavations 

The only material that was recovered from the excavations at Wexford were 

Smithing PCB’s or Plano Convex Bottoms (PCB’s) and these are diagnostic of the 

smithing process. The PCB’s came from contexts that have been interpreted as 

waste pits. As slag is a waste product, this is not unusual 
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The smithing process produces as well as hammer scale and small slag 

spheres, residues that consolidate in the bottom of the hearth as PCB’s and 

fayaltic slag lumps. These are fayalitic slags and similar in composition to 

furnace slags but are distinguishable by their shape. Their production is still 

poorly understood but the process that produces them is well documented.  

The iron bloom that is taken from the smelting furnace has to be refined. 

This is done by hammering the bloom into a smaller piece, consolidating the iron 

particles. This requires that the iron bloom is heated again until red-hot and soft, 

and subsequently hammered to squeeze out remaining slag and consolidate the 

fragment into a workable shape. This piece of iron, called a billet, can then be 

worked on again and made into an artefact. The slag that is squeezed out during 

the primary smithing of the bloom will end up in the bottom of the hearth, and it 

differs from smelting slag in that it is more or less magnetic and less fluid. These 

slags forming just above the bottom of the hearth are very characteristic and are 

often described as smithing hearth cakes or more frequently as Plano Convex 

Bottoms (PCB’s). These slags are sub-circular convex-convex shaped and usually 

magnetic. The smithing process hardly changed from the Prehistoric period 

through to the medieval period, leaving similar residues.  

The smithing of the bloom can be done anywhere. Quite often this 

primary smithing was carried out on the smelting site. The bloom is heated in a 

hearth or forge. The hearth doesn’t need a purpose built structure but would 

require a shelter from the elements for the smith and also so as to provide low 

light for the smith to be able to judge the temperature of iron. Early ironworking 

hearths were situated at ground level, while some Roman, and later, medieval, 

hearths were positioned at waist height. The anvils, positioned close to the 

hearth, to strike the red hot bloom quite often utilised a large flat topped stone 

or a large wooden block.  

The hammering of the metal bloom produces further waste products; slag 

spheres, solid balls or vesicular balls of slag that can fly for a considerable 

distance; hammer scale, small flat and thin pieces of magnetic metal. Hammer 

scale is a prime indicator of smithing and can be used to locate where the 

process was taking place. 

If a large amount of smithing has taken place, the residues from this 

process can become trampled in to the floor around smithing area and form a 

cemented smithing pan. The pan is a conglomerate of highly magnetic material, 

dust, hammer scale, slag spheres and some other non related material. None of 

this material was recovered at Wexford. 
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Discussion 

The excavations at Wexford have produced an interesting find of a large plano 

convex smithing hearth bottom from probable waste pits, indicating that that 

there was some metalworking activity taking place nearby. The slag is not 

datable in itself, but can be considered to entirely in keeping with activity in the 

medieval period where a smith would have been an essential component of any 

large community or town. 

The small quantity of slag found here would not necessarily indicate a 

large ironworking operation, as there are insufficient quantities of the slag, but 

further work in the area may reveal a blacksmiths building.  

 

Recommendations 

No further work is required on the slag, but a mention of this find should be 

made in a suitable journal, e.g. Historical Metallurgy, The Journal of the 

Historical Metallurgy Society. 

Further follow up work in the area is needed to try to pinpoint the site in 

the area, if  there is one. Ideally if at all possible this should be done with a 

combination of non-invasive geophysics and trial trenching. Work by Peter Crew 

et al has shown the benefits of using geophysics to pinpoint metalworking sites 

and to obtain archaeomagnetic dates (Crew 2002 and Crew, Smekalova and 

Bevan 2002). 
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9.5 Conservation Report 

Eachtra Archaeological Projects 

E:\Eachtra Jobs 15-12-00\Wexford\Wexford Town\56-60 South Main St, Wxfrd\02E1167 Reports\Final Report South Main Street_JK.doc 46 
 


	Cover page 2
	Final Report South Main Street_JK
	September 2003
	Plates
	Introduction
	Development site location and topography
	Description of Development
	Archaeological and historical background
	Results of excavation
	
	
	
	Medieval Pits
	The well




	Conclusions
	Bibliography
	Figures and Plates
	Appendices
	Pottery Report
	
	
	Introduction

	Fabric-type
	Date
	Total
	English wares
	Minety-type
	Ham Green
	Redcliffe
	Local/Irish wares
	Leinster Cooking Ware
	Wexford-type
	Wexford-type coarse ware
	Wexford-type cooking ware
	French wares
	Miscellaneous French
	Saintonge

	Fabric type


	Bone Assemblage Report
	
	
	By Margaret McCarthy
	Introduction
	Analysis
	C6
	C19
	C22
	C23
	C26
	C27
	Conclusions
	Representation of domestic mammals by individual pit



	Plant Remains
	
	
	By Abigail Brewer



	Metallergy Report
	
	
	Summary
	Introduction
	Discussion
	Recommendations
	Bibliography



	Conservation Report



