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Executive Summary 

This interim report details two seasons of community focused excavations, in December 2019 and 
August 2021, in the field surrounding Clone Church, Clone townland in Co. Wexford. Clone Church, 
located 2.5km outside of Ferns village, is in the ownership of the Office of Public Works (OPW) and is a 
recorded monument (WX015-023002-(graveyard) and WX015-023001- (church)) protected under the 
National Monuments Acts. The field surrounding the church, where the excavations took place, is 
owned by Tom Breen. The excavations were conducted under licence (19E0766 and 19E0766 ext.) to the 
National Monuments Service and funded by both the Ancient Connections Project/Wexford County 
Council and the private resources of the Irish Archaeology Field School (IAFS).  

In conjunction with the excavations a programme of geophysical surveys was undertaken by Ian Elliott 
of Irish Geophysical and Archaeological Services (IGAS). These surveys were completed in August and 
October 2019 (License no. 19R0238) and again in October and December 2021 (License 21R0219). The 
main agenda for both the excavations and associated surveys was to: 

a) Investigate geophysical anomalies initially identified at the site in October and December 2019 (and 
previously identified at the site during a drone flyover in 2018); 

b) Clarify if Clone Church is surrounded by a monastic enclosure(s); 
c) If possible, date these enclosing features, through the retrieval of organic materials or artefacts; 
d) Investigate a possible entrance to the early monastic enclosure; 
e) Investigate a secondary internal enclosure, which could be associated with either the early medieval 

foundation or the latter medieval church; 
f) Engage the local community from Ferns and surrounds in a community excavation ς bringing the 

site of Clone to the centre of local public consciousness.  

Across both seasons of excavation, a total of four cuttings were opened, dug, assessed and backfilled. All 
cuttings were found to contain multiple archaeological features amounting to 21 discreet features and 
73 individual contexts, which can be summarised as follows: 

- Cutting 1: a ditch (and associated fills), representing the inner ditch of the outer monastic 
enclosure, was recorded in addition to two furrows and an area of burning.  

- Cutting 2: a second ditch (and associated fills), interpreted as the inner monastic enclosure, was 
ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘΣ ƛƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘǿƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ΨŘƛǘŎƘΩ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ŦǳǊǊƻǿΦ  

- Cutting 3: both ditches (and associated fills) of the outer monastic enclosure were recorded, 
with the outer ditch containing a drystone wall. A small linear of indeterminate function, two 
pits/post-holes, two hearths/pits, a single stakehole and a burnt deposit were also excavated, as 
well as a latter furrow and French Drain. 

- Cutting 4: a smaller rock-cut ditch, marking the line of an internal oval enclosure was recorded, 
as was a linear feature/gully of uncertain function.  

All features in Cuttings 1, 2 and 4 were devoid of artefacts with the only recovered finds from these 
cuttings consisting of a single body sherd of Leinster Cooking Ware and a broken slate roof tile from 
topsoil in Cutting 2, and a single worked flint from topsoil in Cutting 4. A total of 35 finds were recovered 
from Cutting 3, including 28 sherds of medieval pottery, a worked stone, two struck flints and four 
medieval nails. These finds were predominantly recovered from the tertiary fills of the outermost ditch 
of the monastic enclosure.  

Collectively the excavations and surveys confirmed the existence of an early medieval monastery at the 
site, revealing three sets of enclosing ditches, as well as ΨƭŜǎǎŜǊΩ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŦǳǊǊƻǿǎ, postholes, 
hearth pits etc. The monastery is delimited by an outer bivallate enclosure and inner enclosure, which is 
also potentially bivallate. These enclosures themselves surround a third small oval shaped ditch at the 
site. Available dating evidence for the outer most monastic ditch (in Cutting 3) indicates that it was 
finally backfilled in the 12th to 14th centuries, although it may have been partly backfilled well prior to 
this. This backfilling occurred after the construction of a stone entrance/structure close to the original 
early medieval monastery entrance. The inner enclosure seems to have been backfilled much earlier 
than the outer enclosure, sometime between the 7th to 9th centuries AD. An intriguing Neolithic date of 
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3716-3954 cal. BC was also returned from the inner ditch of the outer monastic enclosure; this could be 
erroneous or alternatively originate from a razed Neolithic monument on the site, possibly a passage 
tomb associated to the known passage tomb art from Clone (WX015-02314). This date, and the phasing 
of the ditch backfilling, adds to the mounting evidence of Clone being a significant multi-period site. 
While the scale of these small community excavation cannot definitely clarify the phasing inherent in 
/ƭƻƴŜΩǎ ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ confirmed the existence of three enclosing elements at the site, thus 
fulfƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƛƳǎΤ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜǎ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǘƻ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ǇŜǊƛƻŘǎ 
and measured 200m, 130m and >45m respectively from outer to inner circuit.  

The excavations were undertaken within the context of a larger research proƧŜŎǘΣ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ5ƛǎŎƻǾŜǊƛƴƎ 
St. !ƛŘŀƴΩǎ aƻƴŀǎǘŜǊȅΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƳŀƧƻǊ ƴŜǿ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ōŜƛƴƎ Ƨƻƛƴǘƭȅ 
developed by the IAFS, Wexford County Council, and the local community, which saw an international 
field school also commence at St. aŀǊȅΩǎ !ōōŜȅΣ ƛƴ ƴŜŀǊōȅ CŜǊƴǎΣ ƛƴ Wǳƭȅ нлнмΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ 
funded as a part of Rediscovering Ancient Connections ς The Saints initiative, a new cross-border arts 
and heritage project linking North Pembrokeshire and North Wexford. The {ŀƛƴǘΩǎ project is 80% funded 
by the European Rural Development Fund (ERDF); led by Pembrokeshire County Council, with associated 
partners: Wexford County Council, Pembrokeshire Coast National Park Authority, and Visit Wexford.  
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Section 1 

 

Archaeological Excavation Report 

 

Introduction 

The IAFS conducted excavations in the field surrounding Clone Church in December 2019 and August 
2021. These excavations were undertaken under licence to the National Monuments Service (19E0766 
and 19E0766 ext.) under the National Monuments Act 1930-2014. This report constitutes a final report 
for Cuttings 1 and 2 (Season 1) and a preliminary report for Cuttings 3 and 4 (Season 2) under the terms 
of that Act and includes the results of specialist analyses. The excavations aimed to investigate 
geophysical anomalies identified at surveys at the site (19R0238 and 21E219) in 2019 and 2021 (and 
previously identified at the site during a drone flyover in 2018). The excavations across both seasons 
consisted of four discreet cuttings ς all of which were found to contain archaeology.  

The excavation was undertaken in partnership with Clone Church Conservation Group (CCCG) and was a 
first step of a major new heritage initiative being jointly developed by the IAFS, Wexford County Council 
and the local community. This project includes an international field school, which commenced at St 
aŀǊȅΩǎ !ōōŜȅΣ ƛƴ ƴŜŀǊōȅ CŜǊƴǎΣ ƛƴ 2021. This project is partly funded as a part of Rediscovering Ancient 
Connections ς The Saints initiative, a new cross-border arts and heritage project linking North 
Pembrokeshire and North Wexford. 

 

 
Figure 1: Site location (red circle) on Discovery Series Map (source: Wexford County Council iMAPs). 
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Site Location 

The site is located ƛƴ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ΨŎǊƻǇ ŦƛŜƭŘΩ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ нΦрƪƳ ǎƻǳǘƘ ƻŦ CŜǊƴǎ ǘƻǿƴ (townland of Clone; 
Barony of Scarawalsh; Figures 1-4). The remains of Clone Church and Graveyard (RMPWX015-023002-
(graveyard) and WX015-023001-(church)), a structure architecturally dated to the 12th century, are 
located in the northern portion of this field, on an east facing slope within a valley/pass which contains a 
tributary to the River Bann (itself a tributary to the Slaney River). Geophysical surveys conducted in 
2019, as well as drone surveys of the site in 2018, identified a monastic enclosure approximately 65m 
from the church and graveyard. Several other monuments of architectural or archaeological interest are 
also contained within, or adjacent, the graveyard (see Archaeological and Historical Background below). 
The site is bounded by a regional road on its west and farmland to its north, south and east.  

 

 
CƛƎǳǊŜ нΥ hǊŘƴŀƴŎŜ {ǳǊǾŜȅ сέ /ŀǎǎƛƴƛ ƳŀǇ όŎΦ мфплΩǎύΣ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘǎ 

(source: www.archaeology.ie). 

 

 
Figure 3: Modern Ordnance Survey aerial photograph indicating the site location (red circle) and surrounding 

monuments (source: www.archaeology.ie). 

http://www.archaeology.ie/
http://www.archaeology.ie/
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Figure пΥ CƛǊǎǘ 9Řƛǘƛƻƴ hǊŘƴŀƴŎŜ {ǳǊǾŜȅ сέ ƳŀǇ όмуоуύ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ (red circle) and surrounding 

monuments (source: www.archaeology.ie). 

 

Date and Circumstances of Fieldwork and Post-Excavation 

The excavations were undertaken in two seasons, a week-long excavation from December 9th - 14th and 
a c. two-week excavation from August 17th - 27th. Two programs of geophysical survey were also 
undertaken broadly in tandem with these excavations. During the first excavation a number of 
community groups were invited to the site, with the excavation including several community events (see 
Section 3). The second community excavation had less group interaction due to the Covid-19 pandemic 
but was still staffed predominantly by community volunteers. Post-excavation analyses of collected 
artefacts and ecofacts was largely completed in January 2020 and September-October 2021. However, 
analyses of charcoal for radiometric dating were severely delayed by lockdowns associated with Covid-
19, resulting in a backlog of work in radiocarbon laboratories. As such dates for Season 1 were obtained 
in September 2020, with dates for Season 2 still pending. 

 

Geology and Topography 

The site is located within a member of the Campile Formation, comprising felsic volcanics of Ordovician 
Age, formed some 450 million years ago. The Campile Formation itself comprises pale coloured rhyolites 
and rhyolitic tuffs or agglomerates in grey and brown slaty mudstones with occasional andesitic tuffs or 
agglomerates. 

These in turn form part of a northeast to southwest trending band of volcanic rocks bounded to the 
northwest and southeast by the Oatlands Formation, red-purple and green laminated and variegated 
siltstones and shales. This sequence, which is over a kilometre in thickness, also comprises green 
greywackes, laminated dark-grey, green and buff-shales and fine siltstones, rare 'pinstripe' shales, silver-
grey shales. Together, these sediments represent deposits into a huge ocean called the Iapetus which 
once separated the southeast and northwest of Ireland. When that ocean closed during what is known 
as the Caledonian Orogeny about 400 million years ago, these sediments were uplifted to form 
northeast-southwest trending mountains, with volcanic activity caused by the plate collision 
metamorphosing these sediments. 

http://www.archaeology.ie/
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Bedrock is relatively close to the surface across much of the site, with alluvial sediments in the nearby 
river to the north and east, and tills derived from the surrounding Ordovician sediments in other areas. 
Soils are also thin across the site, and where tills occur are mainly acidic well drained mineral soils. 

 

Archaeological and Historical Background 

 

A Parish Church 

The ruins of the medieval Clone Church are positioned on the southern side of a small northwest to 
southeast flowing river valley. Today the church comprises the partial remains of a north and south wall, 
with a reconstructed eastern gable ς surrounded by a graveyard which continued in use until the early 
20th century. The church measures c. 14.7m by 5.7m and has been fenced off, with restricted access, 
since 2009 due to concern about its condition. A partial collapse of the building in 2016 promoted 
conservation works by the Office of Public Works, which are ongoing, after a significant break due to 
Covid-19. The western gable is intact to its full height and includes a beautiful example of Romanesque 
architecture in the form of an ornate doorway with external jambs and chevron carving. This doorway 
contains a flat lintel, but would have originally been an open arch, which is more typical of Romanesque 
architecture. A series of carved heads are positioned directly above the doorway. Conservation works on 
ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфрлΩǎ ōȅ CŀǘƘŜǊ wŀƴǎƻƳΣ ŀ ²ŜȄŦƻǊŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
former Castle Museum in Enniscorthy (Ransom 1957). During these conservation works the stone heads 
were re-arranged in a linear fashion, as they exist today. A stone head from Clone was also incorporated 
ƛƴǘƻ {ǘ aƻƎǳŜΩǎ ǿŜƭƭ ƛƴ CŜǊƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфth century (Chris Corlett pers. comm.).  

Clone Church is Romanesque style and belongs to the c. 12th century (Cosgrave 2016, 7); it functioned as 
a parish church and in the early 13th century was a valuable prebend and canonry (ibid, 9). In 1352 
Grattan Flood cites a person being confirmed in the canonry and prebend of Clone (ibid). Rectors were 
appointed to the parish and church of Clone until the end of the 16th century. Post Reformation, a 
Protestant rector was appointed, after which time the church fell into ruinǎΣ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨǳƴǊƻƻŦŜŘΩ 
since the mid-17th century (ibid, 10). The building is recorded as being in poor condition in the Ordnance 
{ǳǊǾŜȅ [ŜǘǘŜǊǎ ōȅ WƻƘƴ hΩ 5ƻƴƻǾŀƴ ƛƴ муплΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ DŜƻǊƎŜ YƛƴŀƘŀƴΣ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ мфth century, 
stated the church had been partially pulled down to provide stone to build the present graveyard wall. 

 

 
Figure 5: Clone Church as viewed in its immediate landscape context in the summer of 2019. 
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Figure 6: The western gable and doorway of Clone Church. 

 

Earlier Origins 

The upstanding remains of Clone date from c. the 12th century, but several features from the site suggest 
a much earlier foundation. Previous associations to St. Aidan and the early medieval period have also 
been suggested, including by Grattan Flood (1919, 39) who states, Ψ/ƭƻƴŜ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘŜǎǘ 
ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛƻŎŜǎŜ ƻŦ CŜǊƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘƭȅ ŀǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƻ {ǘΦ !ŜŘŀƴΩ. Wexford antiquarian Philip 
Hore (1911, 157) also associated the site to St. Aidan stating ΨLǘ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǊǳƭŜ ό{ǘΦ !ƛŘŀƴΩs) 
that the abbey of Clone ς now represented by the most ancient church in the district, the ruins of which 
display peculiarities both of construction and ornamentation ς was ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘΩ. As stated, Clone is located 
ƻƴƭȅ нΦрƪƳ ŦǊƻƳ CŜǊƴǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ {ǘΦ !ƛŘŀƴΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ǌǳƛƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мнth 
ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ {ǘΦ aŀǊȅΩǎ !ōōŜȅΦ 

The toponymy of Clone may also indicate an earlier origin for the site. The name Cluaín, the Irish of 
Clone, is generally explained as meaning meadow, pasture or similar, and is often argued to occur in the 
vicinity of an ecclesiastical site (Ó Crualaoich 2016, 660). Further advocating for an early medieval origin 
are the three cross slabs and bullaun stone(s) from ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨΧŀǊŜ ŀ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŜŀǊƭȅ 
ŜŎŎƭŜǎƛŀǎǘƛŎŀƭ ǎƛǘŜǎΩ όaǳƭƭƛƎŀƴ нллрΣ млύΦ The original location of two of the cross slabs is unknown, with 
one presently located beside the church doorway; both these slabs consist of two small carvings with a 
Maltese Cross in false relief, which have been dated to the 8th to 10th centuries (Colbert 2019). The third 
cross slab was originally c. 80m southeast of the church and had an incised Maltese cross contained 
within a circle.  

The sundial from Clone, currently on display at Ferns Castle Visitor Centre, is c. 1.6m high and was 
originally located on the bank of the river, c. 60m southeast of Clone Church, according to an account by 
Victor Du Noyer in 1862. He also records a stone socket at the site, which is since missing, which could 
be a socket for the sundial or for a high cross. 

!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘƻƴŜ ŎŀǊǾƛƴƎΣ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ Ψŀƴ ƛƴŎƛǎŜŘ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ōƛǊŘΩΣ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ŀ ǎƘƻǊǘ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǎƻǳǘƘ 
of the church (built into a gate pier leading from the public road into a field) which may have originally 
derived from Clone. Bird carvings have been found at other early monastic sites, for example a rare 
example is known from Caherlehillan, Co. Kerry, where a possible peacock is displayed on a 6th or 7th 
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century cross slab (Sheehan 2009, 200-202). Bird motifs on monastic sites have been associated with 
pilgrimage in the past.  

While there are tantalising glimpses of an early medieval site at Clone, more concrete evidence of a 
monastic origin was not encountered until very recently. As stated, in 2018 a series of crop marks, 
several of which appeared to form a monastic enclosure (WX015-02313), were recorded (Figure 7). The 
presence of these crop marks was confirmed in 2019, when a first season of geophysical surveys of the 
site clarified the route and location of these enclosing elements (see also below). Archaeological testing 
at the site in 2006, to the north and east of the church, previously revealed archaeological features 
containing charcoal, slag and burnt bone, interpreted as possible industrial activity associated with the 
monastery at Clone (McLoughlin 2006, 9; Shine et al. 2020). A 1.3m wide ditch, in the same field as the 
church, was also encountered; it is worth noting that this ditch ran parallel to the field boundary and 
could be related to an enclosing element of the monastery. A second 2.3m wide ditch was also 
uncovered in this area of the field. 

 

 
Figure 7: Aerial photo of crop marks at Clone Church. Note the two concentric curved linear features (backfilled 

ditches) around the church, joining the curved field boundary. The features represent a monastic enclosure. 

 

A Monument of Intrigue 

There are a number of intriguing monuments at Clone, including some with a possible association to 
pilgrimage, such as the aforementioned bird carving on the gate pillar. A slab/boulder is known to have 
survived at the site until the 1990s, which was decorated with an ƛƴŎƛǎŜŘ ΨŎǊƻǎǎ ƻŦ ŀǊŎǎΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎǊƻǎǎ 
design, which Harbison (1991, 191-193) has linked strongly with pilgrimage activity, is a variant of the 
Greek or equal armed cross that is closely linked with Jerusalem (ibid, 195). While the Clone example 
has been dated to the 6th to 8th centuries the design is thought to have reached Ireland by 600AD (ibid). 
Harbison records several sites where similar motifs have been associated with pilgrim routes, including 
ǘƘŜ YƛƭŎƻƭƳŀƴ {ǘƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ !ǊǊŀƎƭŜƴ {ǘƻƴŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ {ŀƛƴǘΩǎ wƻŀŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 5ƛƴƎƭŜ Peninsula (ibid, 191) as well as 
Bulgan, southwest of Enniscorthy and Begerin Island in the Wexford slobs in Co. Wexford; notably, he 
includes Clone when discussing sites with the cross of arcs motifs where pilgrimage may have been 
practiced (ibid, 193). At Begerin a small wooden chapel was recorded in 1682, which contained a statue 
ƻŦ Ψ{ǘ LōŜǊƴƛƻƴΩ that was venerated and used for taking oaths (Culleton 1999, 144). Begerin was known 
to have been founded as a monastery in c. the 6th century by St. Ibar ς suggesting that pilgrimage 
practices may have been protracted at some of these sites.  
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A sundial from Clone, now on display in Ferns Castle visitor centre, has also been associated with 
pilgrimage by Harbison (1991, 211-215). The Clone sundial is thought to be 12thcentury in date (Colbert 
2019), and display similarities to another example from Kilmalkedhar, again along the Saints Road in 
Dingle (Harbison 1991, 211-215). A few Irish sundials are known to occur on pilgrimage sites, or sites 
where pilgrimage may have been practiced - with Harbison again noting Clone as one such possible 
example (ibid, 213-214). If both the cross of arcs monument and the sundial have an association with 
pilgrimage at Clone, it indicates a long-term tradition at the site extending across at least 400+ years. As 
stated, protracted pilgrimage practise is noted at other sites, such as Begerin. 

¢ƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ΨƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘΩ ƻŦ ƴƻǘŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŦǊƻƳ /ƭƻƴŜ (recorded in the summer of 2018) is a grave marker 
decorated with megalithic rock art (WX015-023014); this is one of only two examples currently recorded 
in Co. Wexford and may explain our unexpected Neolithic radiometric date. The stone located c. 5m 
west of the church doorway and decorated with at least four pecked arcs of closely spaced lines curving 
up one side of the stone, around the top and down the other side in an oval pattern.  

Considering ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ /ƭƻƴŜ ǘƻ ǇƛƭƎǊƛƳŀƎŜΣ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ŀ Ψ[ŀōȅǊƛƴǘƘΩ ƳƻǘƛŦ ƘŀǾŜ 
been drawn. Only three labyrinth motifs are known from Ireland, namely on a high cross at Cashel in Co. 
Tipperary, on stone slabs at Rathmore in Co. Meath and on the Hollywood Stone in Co. Wicklow ς that 
latter having a connection to the pilgrimage route of St. YŜǾƛƴΩǎ Way. Labyrinth stones consist of circular 
carvings of concentric rings usually with a line protruding from the centre. Examples are known from the 
floor of medieval French cathedrals where penitents would walk upon them on their knees as an 
equivalent to pilgrimage (Harbison 1991, 142). However, it should be noted that the motif at Clone is 
both lacking the full characteristics of a labyrinth, i.e. more than four concentric circles and a radiating 
central line, and it is currently classified as passage tomb art, which has similarities to examples from 
Knockroe in Co. Kilkenny (Shine et al. 2020); this latter interpretation also appears more likely 
considering our recent dating of deposits from the site (see below).  

 

Previous Investigations 

As stated previously, tangible evidence for a monastic foundation at Clone came to light during the 
summer of 2018 when, during an unprecedented drought, crop marks that appeared to form a monastic 
enclosure (WX015-02313) were recorded during a drone survey (Figure 7). These cropmarks indicate 
two enclosing elements ς an outer double ditched enclosure and an inner ditch, possibly defining an 
outer and inner core of thŜ ƳƻƴŀǎǘŜǊȅ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΦ {ǳŎƘ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǇŀŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƻǳǘ ƻǳǘŜǊ ΨǎŜŎǳƭŀǊΩ 
ŀƴŘ ƛƴƴŜǊ ΨǎŀŎǊŜŘΩ ŎƻǊŜ ƛǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ (Edwards 1998, 106). These enclosing elements were further 
investigated through geophysical survey in October and December 2019, and August and October 2021, 
when targeted geophysical surveys were undertaken on the site, at the request of the IAFS. During these 
surveys a programme of magnetic gradiometry was undertaken by Ian Elliott of Irish Geophysical and 
Archaeological Survey (IGAS: consent 19R0238 and 21R0219). Collectively the surveys revealed a density 
of archaeological features, which are likely to span several centuries of activity at Clone (see Figure 8). 
Analysis of the data and further processing of the 2019 surveys is complete (Elliott 2019) with processing 
of the 2021 surveys nearing completion; the 2021 surveys will be submitted as a separate report by the 
surveyor for licence 21R0219. However, an initial summary provided by Ian Elliott (pers. comm.) of both 
ǎǳǊǾŜȅǎΩ states: 

The first surveys in 2019 Areas A and B (consent 19R0238: Figure 8) partially revealed a pair of broadly 
concentric enclosures. The outer enclosure is bivallate, with a pair of broad fosses (c. 3m width) 
separated by what was presumably once a bank (c. 6m width). Approximately 25m inside the outer 
enclosure is an inner enclosure (partially bivallate to the west of the Clone Church), which is 
characterised by quite a sharp angle at its south-western extremity. The inner ditch is c. 1-1.5m in width, 
and sharply cut. The outer element is broader, but also sharply cut. A further fosse projecting directly 
from the western end of the present-day church enclosure was also recorded. 
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Fluxgate gradiometer survey at the archaeological complex surrounding Clone Church continued in 
August and October 2021 in Areas C and D (under consent 21R0219: Figure 8). This extension to the 
earlier surveys places the earlier results in a broader context and demonstrates that the enclosure 
elements then identified continue well to the south, as suggested by the previously photographed 
cropmarks. 

 

Figure 8: Geophysical survey (from IGAS) showing multiple seasons of surveys. Locations of the archaeological 
cuttings (in yellow) are shown overlaying the enclosures and geophysical features (in purple), with areas of high 

magnetic response/industrial areas shown in red (base image source: www.archaeology.ie). 

http://www.archaeology.ie/
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Preliminary results from the survey of Area D show that the core of the (presumed monastic) complex, 
lying within the outer bivallate enclosure, was fully revealed in the earlier survey, although at least one 
contiguous ditch arcs for some distance away from the southwest corner. Otherwise, most of the 
anomalies point to the existence of remnant radial and linear field boundaries, the latter of varying 
orientation. All are set against a background of strong linear anomalies, oriented southwest-northeast, 
that are believed to originate from the underlying solid geology of this region, where intrusive dykes of 
Acid Volcanic rock are present.  Whereas these intrusions will have a marked magnetic signature 
affeŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƭǳȄƎŀǘŜ ƎǊŀŘƛƻƳŜǘŜǊ ŘŀǘŀΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ Ƴŀȅ Ƴŀǎƪ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀƪŜǊ ΨƻǾŜǊ-ƭȅƛƴƎΩ 
archaeological anomalies, they should have negligible influence on soil-moisture content, which is what 
generates the cropmarks. It is clear, also, that some previous anomalies tentatively identified in 2019 as 
ΨŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭΩ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǊŜ-classified as being associated with this peculiar geology. 

! ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǎǘǊƻƴƎΣ ōǊƻŀŘ ƭƛƴŜŀǊ ΨƎŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭΩ ŀƴƻƳŀƭȅ ƛǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
Area C, which occupies the sloping field that lies across the stream to the northeast of the main 
archaeological complex. This was initially presumed to be evidence of a significant enclosure ditch, when 
considering this dataset in isolation; however, set within the broader context of the other survey 
datasets, it is clear that the anomaly is analogous to the dykes encountered in Area D. Numerous weak 
linear anomalies exist, particularly on the elevated ground in the eastern portion of the area - some, but 
by no means all, of these may relate to the programme of test-trenching conducted by Catherine 
McLoughlin in 2006. The latter investigation revealed ditches and evidence for burning. A broad area of 
strong magnetic disturbance indicated by the bi-polar anomalous data at the south-western corner of 
the survey, is suggestive of the presence of an extensive area of burnt material, ash or metal-working 
slag on the low ground proximal to the stream ς this finding is consistent with the findings of the 2005 
testing in this area (McLoughlin 2006) While it is understood that some filling material (clay) was 
deposited in recent times by the land-owner to counter waterlogging of the lower-lying areas of the field, 
it is unlikely that this material is the cause of this distinctive anomaly. 

It is not clear that the archaeological complex continues across the stream, but the evidence for 
burning/industrial activity in this area strongly suggests that at least some early-medieval activity might. 
If this activity across the stream were enclosed, it is tempting to suggest that a customary D-form 
enclosure might be neatly formed by the pre-cursor of the northwest-southeast oriented field boundary 
standing on the high ground some 75m to the northeast of the stream. This may explain why no eastern 
boundary has yet been traversed by a survey. The overall enclosure thus formed would be one of 
approximately 4.75 hectares. Alternatively, and possibly more likely, the eastern boundary of the 
monastery was formed by the current stream ς with some activities occurring outside the monastery 
limits; in this instance the size of the monastery is c. 3.5 hectares.  

As stated, the surveys from 2019 and 2021 give added significance to the results of archaeological test 
trenching at, and adjacent to, the site in 2006 by Catherine McLoughlin (Licence no. 06E0287) of 
Stafford McLoughlin Archaeology. At this time 16 test-trenches were excavated ς six in the field 
containing Clone Church and 10 in the field to the immediate east ς in advance of a proposed private 
development. This testing revealed multiple archaeological features. In the field containing the church a 
portion of a wide ditch was encountered, which now appears to be part of northern outermost monastic 
ditch ς as indicated by geophysics and drone survey. In the field east of the river, a series of charcoal 
spreads and discreet features containing charcoal, slag and burnt bone were recorded; these were 
interpreted as being likely industrial in nature and associated to a monastery at Clone (Mcloughlin 2006, 
9). They were noticeably concentrated in the southwest area of the field, where geophysics has also 
indicated an industrial area is likely to be present. None of the features were dated but industrial 
activity such as metal working, inferred by the recovery of slag, is common on monastic sites (Swan 
мффмΣ моуΤ 9ŘǿŀǊŘǎ мффсΣ суΤ hΩ{ǳƭƭƛǾŀƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ нллу, 215ς216).  

Collectively the previous archaeological research points to a substantial early medieval site at Clone. 
Archaeological evidence indicates most monasteries date to between c. the late 6th and early 8th 
ŎŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎ όhΩ{ǳƭƭƛǾŀƴ ŀƴŘ aŎ/ƻǊƳƛŎƪ нлмтΣ ммнύΦ /ƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ŀ 
majority of ecclesiastical and church sites were founded in the middle of the 6th century with no new 
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Saints founding sites after 800 AD (Ibid). These discoveries at Clone, even in advance of the excavations 
detailed herein, strongly advocate for a date between the late 6th and early 8th centuries. The site was 
ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǿƛǘƘ {ǘΦ !ƛŘŀƴΩǎ ƳƻƴŀǎǘŜǊȅ ƛƴ CŜǊƴǎ ς only 2.5km away. The relative size of the 
Ferns and Clone enclosures as best as they are understood today - c. 350m to 200m respectively - infer 
Clone was the lesser site, with Ferns being significantly larger (Doyle 2016, 53) and therefore possibly of 
a high status (Edwards 1998, 106). 
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Archaeological Excavations 

 

Introduction 

The excavations were concluded in two seasons, a weeklong excavation from December 9th - 14th and a 
c. two-week excavation from August 17th - 27th. Collectively the main agenda for both the excavation 
and associated works in 2019 and 2021 was to: 

a) Investigate geophysical anomalies initially identified at the site in October and December 2019 
(and previously identified at the site during a drone flyover in 2018); 

b) Clarify if Clone Church is surrounded by a monastic enclosure(s); 
c) If possible, date these features, through the retrieval of organic materials or artefacts; 
d) IƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜ ŀ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜΣ ƻǊ ΨŎŀǳǎŜǿŀȅΩ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŀǎǘƛŎ ŜƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜΤ 
e) Investigate a secondary internal enclosure, which could be associated with either the early 

medieval foundation or the latter medieval church; 
f) Engage the local community from Ferns and surrounds in a community excavation ς bringing the 

site of Clone to the centre of local public consciousness.  

In total, during both excavation seasons, four archaeological cuttings were opened, dug, assessed and 
backfilled. All cuttings were found to contain multiple archaeological features amounting to 21 discreet 
features and 73 individual contexts, as presented in Tables 1.1 - 1.4. All features (with the exception of 
F105 and a part of [F404]) were carefully excavated with hand tools - with all encountered 
archaeological features carefully cleaned, recorded and documented - to the level of natural subsoil 
within the cuttings. Each cutting was carefully surveyed and covered with geotextile before being 
backfilled.  

The features within the cuttings we can very briefly summarised as follows: 

- Cutting 1: a ditch (and associated fills), representing the inner ditch of the outer monastic 
enclosure, was recorded in addition to two furrows and an area of burning.  

- Cutting 2: a second ditch (and associated fills), interpreted as the inner monastic enclosure, was 
exposed, in addition ǘƻ ǘǿƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ΨŘƛǘŎƘΩ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ŦǳǊǊƻǿΦ  

- Cutting 3: both ditches (and associated fills) of the outer monastic enclosure were recorded, 
with the outer ditch containing a drystone wall. A small linear of indeterminate function, two 
pits/post-holes, two hearths/pits, a single stakehole and a burnt deposit were also excavated, as 
well as a latter furrow and French Drain. 

- Cutting 4: a smaller rock-cut ditch, marking the line of an internal oval enclosure was recorded, 
as was a linear feature/gully of uncertain function.  

As stated, each of the ditch features was originally identified during geophysical surveys of the site in 
2019 and 2021. All features in Cuttings 1, 2 and 4 were devoid of artefacts with the only recovered finds 
from these cuttings consisting only of a single body sherd of Leinster Cooking Ware (LCW) and a broken 
slate roof tile from topsoil in Cutting 2, and a single worked flint from topsoil in Cutting 4. A metal 
detection survey of excavated spoil (19R0274) in the first excavation season, and a rigorous sieving 
programme through 4mm mesh did not result in the retrieval of any further artefacts.  

A total of 35 finds were recovered from Cutting 3. These included a range of medieval pottery (N=28: 27 
LCW and a single sherd of Wexford Type Cooking Ware) a worked stone, two struck flints and four 
medieval nails. These finds were predominantly recovered from the tertiary fills of the outer ditch of the 
outer monastic enclosure. 
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Cutting 1 ς The Outer Enclosure (see Figures 9-12) 

Cutting 1 measured approximately 6.1m by 1.3m and was excavated to a depth of 1.5m along a broadly 
east to west axis. The individual description of the features recorded in Cutting 1 are presented in Table 
1.1, with only a brief summary given here. Two furrows [F102] and [F104] (fills F101 and F103 
respectively) were located toward the eastern end of the cutting, with the latter of these cut through a 
number of fills (F106, F109, F110) of ditch [F108]. Ditch [F108] matches perfectly with the location of the 
inner ditch of a bivallate outer monastic enclosure at Clone, as recorded in the geophysical survey (see 
above). The ditch contained five distinct fills, namely F107, F106, F109, F111 and F110 ς listed in 
stratigraphic order from top to bottom. Of note the lower/basal fill, F110, was consistent with the 
natural subsoil and contained a large amount of large stone (0.2-0.3m³), which was not noted in any 
other fill; initial field interpretation of this deposit suggested it possibly derived from a bank at the 
ŘƛǘŎƘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ Ŧƛƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǘŎƘ ŀƴŘ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǳǎŜΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ however recorded in the 
field as being quite distinct, and possibly a different phase, to the other ditch fills. Subsequent 
radiometric dating of charcoal from F110 has returned an age of 3716-3954 cal. BC, an intriguing 
Neolithic date. While additional excavation and radiometric dating is undoubtedly needed it is 
tantalising to consider that the stone in this deposit could derive a Neolithic monument which was 
ΨǊŀȊŜŘΩ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ƳƻƴŀǎǘŜǊȅΦ Such a suggestion also links in well 
with the presence of passage tomb art on the site  

A slip of bank like material (F111) was also recorded along the cuts western edge, possibly deriving from 
a bank between the inner ([F108]) and outer ditch of the outer monastic enclosure; the outer ditch was 
not stripped or assessed as part of this assessment in 2019 (but was subsequently assessed in 2021 in 
Cutting 3, see below). Fill F107 was also noteworthy as it consisted of ex-situ burnt material, containing 
a large amount of charcoal. This deposit seems to have been placed in a depression after the ditch had 
been majorly backfilled. Of note, F107 is only 2.2m east of F105, a patch of oxidised clay representing in-
situ burning beside [F108]; it is tempting to relate the two features, although this would of course 
require further radiometric dating. The full description of the above features and the other ditch fills 
(F106 and F109) is provided in Table 1.1. 

 

Cutting 2 ς The Inner Enclosure (see Figures 13-17) 

Cutting 2 measured approximately 10.7m by 1.3m and was excavated to a depth of 2.1m along a 
broadly northeast to southwest axis. The individual description of the features recorded in Cutting 2 is 
presented in Table 1.2, with only a brief summary given here. A single furrow [F213] (fill F209) was 
recorded centrally in the cutting, cut through a fill (F202) of ditch [F205]. Ditch [F205] matches perfectly 
with the location of the inner monastic enclosure at Clone, as recorded in the geophysical survey. The 
ditch contained four distinct fills, namely F202, F210, F211 and F212 ς listed in stratigraphic order from 
top to bottom. The lower fill (F212) of ditch [F205] was consistent with the natural subsoil, and probably 
derives from a bank associated with the ditch, which was thrown into [F205] to place it out of use. The 
other fills are described in Table 1.2. However, of note F210, a lower/secondary fill of [F205], was almost 
identical in composition to F201, the singular fill of much smaller ditch [F204], positioned to the direct 
east of [F205]. This may indicate the ditch [F205] and [F204] are broadly contemporary or were at least 
backfilled at the same time, with [F204] possibly marking the line of a second ditch forming part of the 
internal monastic enclosure. It should be noted the [F204] does not form a continuous circuit in the 
geophysical survey, unlike [F205]. A ditch ([F206]) to the immediate west of the monastic enclosure 
(F205]) contained three fills, F203, F207 and F208, listed in stratigraphic order. A full description of the 
above features and the other ditch fills (F106 and F109) is provided in Table 1.2.  

Subsequent radiometric dating of charcoal from F202 has returned an age of 667-821 cal. AD; F202 is 
the uppermost fill of [F204] (Figure 21) and appears to date the ditch being placed out of use, 
confirming the enclosure as early medieval. 
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Cutting 3 ς The Outer Enclosure/Entrance (see Figures 18-27) 

Cutting 3 measured approximately 16m by 4.4m in maximum dimensions and was excavated to a 
maximum depth of 2m along a broadly north to south axis. The individual description of the features 
recorded in Cutting 3 is presented in Table 1.3, with only a brief summary given here. One furrow [F305] 
(fill F311) and a French Drain [F304] (fill F310) were located toward the central portion of the cutting, 
with the latter of these also cutting a narrow linear [F308], filled by F303, which was of indeterminate 
function. The two major clusters of archaeological features were concentrated toward the northern and 
southern end of the cutting where ditches [F312] and [F308], as well as their associated features, were 
respectively located. Ditch [F312] matches perfectly with the location of the inner ditch of a bivallate 
outer monastic enclosure at Clone, as recorded in the geophysical survey, and previously excavated in 
Cutting 1 (see above). The ditch contained four distinct fills, namely F307, F306 (within pit [F322]), 
F321=F323 and F332 ς listed in stratigraphic order from top to base. The lower fills were like those 
recorded in Cutting 1, including re-ŘŜǇƻǎƛǘŜŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭǎΣ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ŘŜǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ΨǇǳǎƘŜŘ ƛƴΩ ōŀƴƪ όCоонύ ƻǊ 
alternatively a subsoil/relict topsoil mix (F321=F323). Of note however the basal fill did not contain the 
same large stone as documented in Cutting 1. 

The fill of a burnt pit (F306 within [F322]) was also recorded within the ditch, cut into its upper fill, F321. 
The base of pit [F322] was heavily oxidised indicating repeated burning at high temperatures. It was one 
of several features cut through the upper fills of the ditch, with a second pit/hearth ([F313] filled by 
F325) and two postholes/small pits ([F314] filled by F315 and [F326] filled by F328) also cut through the 
tertiary fill of ditch [F312], namely F307. These features collectively are likely to represent light industrial 
activity in this area, which geophysical survey results indicate is quite dense to the northwest of the 
cutting. It is not known when [F312] was backfilled. The returned date for this ditch, from Cutting 1, may 
be an erroneous or localised Neolithic date. Certainly, the outer ditch of the outer monastic enclosure, 
[F308], was backfilled in c. the 12th to 14th centuries based on the array of pottery from ditch fills (see 
below and Table 2.1). A high medieval date may also be a more realistic date for the backfilling of 
[F312], which possibly occurred during a major re-organisation of the site, when the Romanesque 
Church was built.  

The southern cluster of features was concentrated around ditch [F308], which contained several distinct 
fills, namely F331, F302, F316, F317, F318, F319, F320, F330, F334 and F333. A single stakehole ([F338] 
filled by F339) was also recorded at the northwest edge of the ditch. Ditch [F308] matches perfectly with 
the location of the outer ditch of a bivallate outer monastic enclosure at Clone, as recorded in the 
geophysical survey. This survey indicated the outer ditch clearly terminated at the point Cutting 3 was 
excavated, a finding confirmed by the excavation.  

¢ƘŜ ŘƛǘŎƘΩǎ ǘǿƻ ƭƻǿŜǊ Ŧƛƭƭǎ Cооп ŀƴŘ Cооо ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŀŎŎǳƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎƛƭǘȅ ŎƭŀȅǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
collected after the ditch went out of use. These were sealed by F330 and F329, natural like fills, which 
may derive from a slipped or pushed iƴ ōŀƴƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǘŎƘΩǎ ŜŘƎŜΦ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŀōƻǾŜ Cоол ŀ ŘǊȅǎǘƻƴŜ ǿŀƭƭΣ 
F335, was constructed c. 2.40m west of the existing terminus of the ditch, which presumably represents 
the original entrance to the site. This wall consisted of six random courses of limestone, with a clear 
external or east facing face. This wall represents a clear stratigraphic break in the chronology of the 
backfilling of the outermost monastic enclosure. To the west of the wall, the 2.4m area between it and 
the ditch terminus, was backfilled with F336, a sandy silt and F324 a rubble infill (which also contained 
the only recovered piece of worked stone). To the east of the wall, and post-dating its construction, 
were seven upper ditch fills, consisting of a series of silts and sands; several of these contained c. 12th to 
14th century pottery, namely 27 sherds of LCW and a single sherd of Wexford-Type Cooking Ware. 
Notable amongst these was F320, the first fill immediately post-dating wall F335, which contained 18 
sherds of medieval pottery. Eight of these (19E0766:320:1, 2, 3, 4, 9, 10, 17 and 18) appear to be from 
the same vessel, namely a shallow dish of Leinster Cooking Ware with a straight-sided rim, and an 
unusual inside curve.  

Leinster Cooking ware is one of the more common medieval pottery types and dates from the late 12th 
to mid-14th centuries. Itǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƻŦ ώCолуϐΩǎ ǳǇǇŜǊ Ŧƛƭƭǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǘŎƘΣ ŀƴŘ 
potentially also ditch [F312], was finally backfilled and placed out of use at this time. Prior to this 
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backfilling the outer monastic enclosure was not being maintained, with silts accumulating at its base, 
and a bank or banks having been pushed back into both the outer ditches. However, while [F308] was 
still partially open a wall was constructed close to the ditch terminus, at the eastern side of the monastic 
ǎƛǘŜΩǎ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ŘƻƴŜ ǘƻ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƛǎŜ ŀƴ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ 
function cannot be discounted. Finally at some point shortly past the 12th century the ditch was entirely 
backfilled, possibly at the same time the current church was constructed on the site.  

 

Cutting 4 ς A Secondary Inner Enclosure (see Figures 28-30) 

Cutting 1 measured approximately 6.6m by 2.2m and was excavated to a depth of 1.1m along a broadly 
east to west axis. The individual description of the features recorded in Cutting 4 is presented in Table 
1.1, with only a brief summary given here. A single linear/gully [F404] (fill F402) was located toward the 
western end of the cutting. This feature matches perfectly with the location of ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ΨǎǇǳǊΩΣ ǎƘƻǿ ŀǎ 
jutting from a smaller oval enclosure within the wider monastic ditches, as recorded in the geophysical 
surveys. Of note a similar spur is recorded in the geophysical survey on the inner monastic enclosure, 
directly west of [F404], indicating they could be contemporary. The gully contained only one fill, which 
gave no indication of its function. It was cut by [F405], a rock-cut ditch, which forms a small arching 
enclosure toward the current graveyard, and which Cutting 4 was excavated to assess. This ditch is not 
traceable south of the graveyard on the geophysical survey. Ditch [F405] was filled with four fills F403, 
F406, F408 and F407 ς listed in stratigraphic order from top to base. The basal fill, a stone/sand mix, 
appears to have accumulated in the ditch after it passed out of use. Directly above this, F408, was a 
sandy clay. These two lower fills majorly backfilled the ditch, but a thin charcoal lens, F406, was 
recorded in the hollow left in the partially backfilled ditch, before a tertiary fill of sandy clay, F403, 
finally placed the ditch out of use. The function of the ditch is not clear, but as it is cut through a shaley 
bedrock its original excavation represented a considerable investment of labour. The ditch forms part of 
an oval enclosure >45m across from its northern edge to where it can be no longer traced as it joins the 
ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƎǊŀǾŜȅŀǊŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǘŎƘΩǎ ŀƭƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ мнth century church makes it tempting to associate 
it with this time period on site. However, as stated, the ditch also cuts a spur/gully, which appears to 
respect a similar feature on the inner monastic enclosure on the geophysics, indicating an early 
medieval date. Further radiometric dating of samples from the site will help finalise an exact chronology. 

 

Discussion 

Prior to the commencement of excavation several stands of evidence including the cross slabs, bullaun 
stone, association with St. Aidan and, not least, the drone survey in 2018 all pointed to the likelihood of 
an early medieval foundation at the site, which pre-dated the extant 12th century Church. Geophysical 
surveys in 2019 and 2021 confirmed the existence, and crucially the location and form, of these 
enclosures as well as several other radial elements, including a smaller oval shaped enclosure of 
uncertain date.  

The 2019 and 2021 excavations broadly matched the results of the geophysics revealing three sets of 
enclosing ditches on site, as well as ΨƭŜǎǎŜǊΩ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŦǳǊǊƻǿǎ, postholes, hearths, pits etc. The 
burnt features found in these excavations are an addition to several ΨōǳǊƴǘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΩ ƴƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ earlier 
archaeological testing at Clone (McLoughlin 2006), as well as geophysical evidence of industrial areas, 
notably to the immediate west and east of the river.  

However, the ditches are undoubtedly the features of greatest archaeological significance and represent 
an outer bivallate enclosure and inner enclosure, which is also potentially bivallate; these enclosures 
themselves surround a small oval shaped ditch at the site. Available dating evidence for the outer most 
monastic ditch in Cutting 3 indicates that it was finally backfilled in the 12th to 14th centuries, although it 
may have been partly backfilled well prior to this. This differs to dates returned from the inner 
enclosure, which was backfilled much earlier, sometime between the 7th to 9th centuries AD. In general, 
the excavations indicate complex phasing at the site, not least in the return of an intriguing Neolithic 
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date of 3716-3954 cal. BC for the inner ditch of the outer monastic enclosure. As stated, this dated 
charcoal derives from a fill that was observed as distinct in the field and it is tempting to think this 
deposit/fill originates from a razed Neolithic monument on the site, possibly a passage tomb associated 
to the known passage tomb art (WX015-02314). This cannot be borne out without additional excavation 
and radiometric dating but even a single Neolithic radiometric date increases the likelihood of activity at 
this time around Clone. While the excavations have not yet definitely clarified the phasing inherent in 
/ƭƻƴŜΩǎ ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛǾŜƭȅ confirmed the existence of three enclosing elements at the 
site; these enclosures survived across the early to later medieval periods and measured 200m, 130m 
and >45m respectively from outer to inner circuit.  

Possibly the feature of greatest intrigue is the drystone wall. This appears to have been built in a 
partially backfilled outmost monastic enclosure, after its banks had been pushed in. The wall was 
constructed only 2.4m east of the existing terminus in this ditch, where an original entrance to the 
monastery is indicated on geophysics. This entrance/terminus was confirmed during excavation, and it is 
tempting to associate the stone wall with a formalising and restructuring of the early medieval entrance. 
Post the construction of the wall several fills were placed into the ditch in the 12th to 14th centuries 
which, as stated, finally put the outer enclosure out of use. This final backfilling of the ditches may 
represent of a wider re-division of space, which included the construction of the upstanding medieval 
church. A similar program of backfilling has been observed in nearby Ferns (and several other early 
medieval sites) where the inner monastic enclosure was backfilled broadly at the same time as the 
construction of the 12th century Augustinian Priory of St. MaryΩs.  

The foundation date for Clone is unknown, but presumably dates to between the 6th and 8th centuries 
and, if contemporary with Ferns (as the association of both sites with St. Aidan may suggest), is likely to 
be closer to the 6th century. Should Clone and Ferns be proven as contemporary, their close proximity to 
ƻƴŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƛƴŦŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ {ǘΦ !ƛŘŀƴΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ 
monastery, in Ferns, was an important monastic site during the early medieval period, around which the 
cult of St. Aidan developed. Recent archaeological work in the town has confirmed this monastery is of a 
much greater size, and probably status, than Clone ς albeit Clone possesses decorative elements which 
Ferns does not, such as bullaun stones, cross slabs and a sundial. There are suggestions that Clone 
Church had a possible association with pilgrimage ς as indicated by the presence of a carved bird and 
sundial on site - and perhaps the site ŀŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƛƭƎǊƛƳŀƎŜ ΨǎǘƻǇ ǇƻƛƴǘΩ Ŝƴ-route to Ferns, being near the 
valley of the river Bann, a natural route way leading to Ferns and the river Slaney. Alternatively, Clone 
could be a precursor to Ferns, with little direct relationship.  

Unfortunately, both the scale of the excavation described herein, and the sterility of some of the 
excavated deposƛǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǳǎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƻƴ /ƭƻƴŜΩǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ƴƻǿ ōŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ that 
Clone was the site of an early monastery, associated with and possibly founded by St. Aidan ς which 
may also have acted as a place of pilgrimage. We also now have now have additional enticing hints of 
Neolithic activity at the site, while it is clear the site underwent some major revisions in the 12th to 14th 
centuries when the medieval church was built and the original enclosure were finally put out of use. 
Hopefully the results of this small community excavation coupled with ongoing excavations in Ferns will 
help shed further light on whether these two sites are contemporary and as such if a relationship is 
likely to have existed between the two. 
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Figure 9: Cutting 1, pre-excavation. 

 

 
Figure 10: Furrows [F102] and [F104] Cutting 1, pre-excavation. 
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Figure 11: Ditch [F108] in Cutting 1, post-excavation. 

 

 
Figure 12: Ditch [F108] in Cutting 1, post-excavation; note the large stone in basal fill F110. 
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Figure 13: Cutting 2, pre-excavation. 

 

 
Figure 14: Ditch [F205] in Cutting 2, post-excavation. 
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Figure 15: Cutting 2 mid-excavation with ditch [F205] (post-excavation) in the middle ground. 

 

 
Figure 16: Linear [F206] in Cutting 2, post-excavation. 
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Figure 17: Linear [F204] in Cutting 2, post-excavation. 

 

 

Figure 18: Cutting 3, pre-excavation, facing south. 
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Figure 19: Hearth/burnt pit [F322] in Cutting 3, post-excavation, with post-hole [F314] in background. 

 

 

Figure 20: Furrow [F305] (left), French Drain [F304] (middle) and linear [F303] (right) in Cutting 3, post-excavation. 
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Figure 21: Cutting 3, post-excavation facing south, showing inner ditch of outer enclosure [F312]. 

 

 

Figure 22: Inner ditch of outer enclosure [F312], and associated fills, in Cutting 3, post-excavation, facing east. 
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Figure 23: Cutting 3, post-excavation facing north, showing outer ditch of outer enclosure [F308], as well as rubble 
deposit F324 and wall F335. 

 

 

Figure 24: Outer ditch of outer enclosure [F308], and associated fills, as well as rubble deposit F324 and wall F335, 
facing south. 
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Figure 25: Rubble deposit F324 and wall F335, set in outer ditch of outer enclosure [F308], facing south. 

 

 

Figure 26: Rubble deposit F324 and wall F335, set in outer ditch of outer enclosure [F308], facing north. 
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Figure 27: Coursing visible on east facing face of wall F335. 

 

 

Figure 28: Cutting 4, pre-excavation, facing east. 
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Figure 29: North facing section of ditch [F405] and associated fills. 

 

 

Figure 30: South facing section of ditch [F405] and associated fills. 
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Figure 31: Ditch [F405] and gully [F404] post-excavation, facing west. 

 

 
Figure 32: De-sodding commencing in Cutting 2 in 2019. 
































































