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Summary 

This interim report details the first season of excavations at Ferns Demesne townland in Ferns Co. Wexford 
by the Irish Archaeology Field School (IAFS), which took place in 2021 (specifically July-August). The site, 
located adjacent St Mary’s Abbey in Ferns Demesne, is in the private ownership of Mr Patrick Cousins and 
is a recorded monument (SMR WX015-003004-, WX015-003031-, WX015-003032-, WX015-003033-) 
protected under the National Monuments Acts. This site is a multi-period complex, originally founded by 
St Aidan c. the turn of the seventh century, which also contains early medieval crosses and cross slabs, a 
twelfth century Augustinian Abbey (St Mary’s Abbey, which is a listed National Monument), and a 
thirteenth century medieval cathedral (Edan’s Cathedral) within its wider confines.  

The excavations were conducted under Ministerial Consent under Section 14 of the National Monuments 
Acts 1930-2004 (C000967; excavation and detection references E005108 and R000521). The excavations 
represent the first season of a longer-term excavation, proposed to run for at least three years from 2021-
2023. The aim of this phase of excavations was to contribute to the understanding of the form, function, 
and date of key components of this multi-period complex. Two cuttings were opened to investigate 
geophysical trends identified in previous surveys of the site by Ger Dowling in 2015 (detection licence 
15R042).  

• Cutting 1 was excavated to investigate a rectangular feature, identified in geophysics immediately 
south of Mary’s Abbey church (WX015-003004), interpreted as a possible cloister. This ‘possible 
cloister’ is also depicted on antiquarian mapping. The geophysics also suggested that this feature had 
been constructed over an enclosing feature, interpreted as the inner enclosure of St Aidan’s monastery. 
The excavation of Cutting 1 aimed to:  

o Assess the survival of the potential structure to the south of Mary’s Abbey, including its form, 
degree of preservation, and function (that is, whether it is the remains of a cloister). 

o Assess the form of the enclosing feature (the potential inner monastic ditch), its date of 
excavation, when it passed out of use, and to determine its relationship with the overlying 
structure.  

• Cutting 2 was excavated to assess a possible double-aisled structure (WX015-003033-) identified in 
geophysics to the southeast of Mary’s Abbey church (WX015-003004). The geophysics also suggested 
that this structure was constructed over a large enclosing feature, interpreted as the outer enclosure 
of St Aidan’s monastery (WX015-003032-). The excavation of Cutting 2 aimed to:  

o Assess the nature of the possible double-aisled ‘structure’ including its date, function, and 
form.  

o Assess the form of the enclosing feature (the potential outer monastic ditch), the date this 
ditch went out of use, and its relationship with the overlying structure. 

The excavation hoped to recover artefacts and ecofacts to provide an insight into daily life in both the early 
medieval and later medieval monastic communities of Ferns, providing an indication on their diet, material 
culture, etcetera 

The preliminary results of the excavation, stratigraphic interpretation, radiocarbon dates, and initial 
specialist analysis have shed interesting insights into the history of the site, including: 

• The L-shaped feature identified in Cutting 1 by geophysical survey (Dowling 2015) and in historical 
mapping is the intact sub-surface remains of two walls at right angles. Its form and dimensions suggest 
that these are the remains of walls relating to St Mary’s Abbey, but do not (based on current findings) 
appear to be the remains of a cloister. 

• The curvilinear feature identified in Cutting 1 by geophysical survey is the backfilled remains of an 
enclosing ditch most likely constructed in the early medieval period and appears to be the inner 
enclosure of St Aidan’s Monastery. 

• This inner enclosure was backfilled around the time of the construction of St Mary’s Augustinian Abbey 
(c. 1160s) and was probably backfilled to accommodate it. 

• The E-Shaped potential feature identified in Cutting 2 by geophysical survey are the partial remains of 
a walled double aisled structure. Radiocarbon dating suggests an early medieval date (662-796 AD). 
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However, this is inconsistent with other evidence (such as the pottery) which suggest a high medieval 
date (c. twelfth to fourteenth century). It is likely that charcoal returning an early medieval date was 
introduced to this feature as it cut through the outer monastic enclosure.  

• The curvilinear feature identified in Cutting 2 by geophysical survey is the backfilled remains of a large 
enclosing ditch which appears to be the outer enclosure of St Aidan’s Monastery. 

Most of the artefacts (see Section 2) from the site (with the exception of a few sherds of ‘modern’ pot) 
date from the twelfth to fourteenth centuries, matching the historical existence of high-medieval structures 
at the site. By far the most abundant finds were pottery including Leinster Cooking Ware, Wexford Type 
Coarseware, Wexford Type Ware, Ham Green A and B Ware, Saintonge, Saintonge Sgraffito, Minety Ware, 
etcetera. Other notable finds included occasional medieval ridge and floor tiles and broken ceramic ‘lamps’ 
–  some of only circa 17 previously known from Ireland. Several pieces of glazed ‘burnt clay’ were recovered, 
which have been identified as probable kiln furniture and pottery ‘wasters’, indicating on site tile and/or 
pottery manufacture. Notable other finds included, but were not limited to, three coins of which two are 
likely to be medieval in date with one provisionally identified as a a thirteenth century Edward II coin. A 
copper George III half penny with inscriptions visible on both sides, from circa 1788 to 1850 was also 
recovered.  

The excavations were undertaken within the context of a larger research project, entitled Discovering Saint 
Aidan’s Monastery. This archaeological project is part-funded as part of a larger cross-border arts and 
heritage project linking North Pembrokeshire and North Wexford called Rediscovering Ancient Connections 
– The Saints (Ancient Connections). This cross-border project is intended to revive the ancient links between 
communities in Pembrokeshire and Wexford and hopes to motivate both communities to rediscover their 
shared heritage and trade knowledge, experience, and skills. As part of this ethos the Discovering Saint 
Aidan’s Monastery project is intended to include significant volunteer and local community opportunities 
to engage with the archaeological research. COVID-19 saw a severe curtailment of any public archaeology 
plans in 2021. Despite this we still managed to host two community excavations in Ferns, one at St Mary’s 
itself, and show numerous visitors around the site. We also supported a programme of geophysical 
research around the town in November/December 2021, which has been reported separately (see also 
Section 3).  

Please note: this report includes only a preliminary update of the 2021 excavations. As the cuttings remain ‘in progress’, 
they are only summarised, with their full and final stratigraphic description pending the completion of their excavation. 
A full list of artefacts and ecofacts are included in Section 2, for each cutting, which also details post-excavation work 
undertaken to date or in progress. 
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Section 1 

 

Preliminary Archaeological Excavation Report 

 

Introduction 

The IAFS are conducting a research and teaching excavation at Ferns Demesne townland in Ferns, Co. 
Wexford (see Figure 1.1). The site (SMR WX015-003004-, WX015-003031-, WX015-003032-, WX015-
003033-), is in the ownership of Mr Patrick Cousins. The excavations were conducted under Ministerial 
Consent under Section 14 of the National Monuments Acts 1930-2004 (C000967; excavation and detection 
references E005108 and R000521). This report constitutes a Preliminary report of the excavations.  

The 2021 excavation is part of a large multi-year research project, which commenced at St Mary’s in 2021, 
but began in other locations, such as Clone in Ferns, in 2019. Excavations in 2021 at St Mary’s also followed 
previous programmes of non-invasive surveys at the site including geophysics in 2015 by Ger Dowling 
(Dowling 2015) and 3D scanning in 2019, by the University of Colorado – Denver (UoCD) and the IAFS. A 
second programme of geophysical survey at the site was also undertaken by UoCD, Ger Dowling, and the 
IAFS in 2021. These surveys were in addition to numerous previous programmes of research in the town, 
as well as a detailed programme of historical research, allowing a comprehensive research methodology to 
be designed for 2021 and the following seasons. The future direction of the project is guided by this 
research, as well as regular consultation with leading medieval scholars and archaeologists, as well as the 
local community. Together the IAFS, WCC, and their partners hope the Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery 
project will afford not only third level students, but also the local community and visitors from further 
afield, a chance to understand in a deeper and experiential way, what happened at Ferns across a 1500+ 
year period. 

 
Figure 1.1: Site Location (red circle) (source www.archaeology.ie) 

http://www.archaeology.ie/
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Site Location 

The site is today located at the core of the St Aidan’s original monastic settlement in the townland of Ferns 
Demesne, immediately east of Ferns town in a large pasture field (Parish of Ferns and Barony of Scarawalsh; 
Figures 1.1 and 1.2). The remains of St Mary’s Abbey (RMP WX015-003004), a mid-twelfth century 
Augustinian foundation, are located in the western portion of this field. Geophysical surveys conducted in 
2015 (and later in 2021) also identified numerous probable sub-surface archaeological features (see 
below). The pasture field is directly east of St Edan’s Cathedral, a nineteenth century Church of Ireland 
structure, built from the original core of the thirteenth century cathedral (WX015-003003-), as well as an 
adjacent graveyard (WX015-003008-). Several high-crosses, and other monuments of note, are also 
contained within, or adjacent to, the site (see below). The site is bounded by the N11 and Station Road on 
the north and southwest respectively, with a stream defining the field at its eastern extent. A farm laneway 
defines the field at its southern extent.  

  
Figure 1.2: Aerial photograph of field containing St Mary’s Abbey and surrounding monuments (see also Figure 1.7 

source: www.archaeology.ie) 

 

Date and Circumstances of Fieldwork 

In 2021 excavations commenced at the site from mid-July to mid-August; previous fieldwork planned for 
the summer of 2020 was cancelled at the site due to the COVID-19 pandemic, with travel restrictions lifted 
fully on July 19th, 2021. As part of the wider research project a programme of archaeological excavations 
were also undertaken in Clone, near Ferns in August 2021 (Shine and Lacey 2021; licence no. 19E0766) 
with a programme of geophysical excavations also completed around Ferns town in November-December 
2021 (Dowling 2021; licence no. 21R0297; see Section 3). These other projects have been reported 
separately.  

 

Geology and Topography 

Solid Geology and Soils 

The history of Ferns is inextricably linked to the natural landscape, the underlying bedrock, glacial 
sediments, and soils, which has influenced not only the siting of the settlement but also provided the raw 
material with which the settlement was built. As such a base understanding of the local geology is important 
to comprehend the archaeological site.  

The bedrock of Ferns broadly consists of sediments laid down during the Ordovician Period (circa 485 to 
440 million years ago; see Figure 1.3), into which volcanics were extruded. These represent a time when 

http://www.archaeology.ie/
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the Iapetus Ocean, which once separated the northwest of Ireland from the southeast was closing, with 
the subduction of plates and the generation of volcanoes and earthquakes. Mountains were formed to the 
north, and there was an increase in sediment being carried by rivers into the closing ocean. Today, these 
rocks form a northeast to southwest trending band of sediments and volcanics which extends through the 
southeast of Ireland.  

The bedrock at the site consists of felsic volcanics (Cafv), which represents a member within the Campile 
Formation of rhyolitic volcanics, grey and brown siltstone (CA – Caradoc Age), which make up the bedrock 
to the southeast and northwest. The Campile Formation also includes intermediate volcanics (Caiv). Some 
250m to the northwest occurs green, red-purple, and buff coloured slate and siltstone belonging to the 
underlying Oaklands Formation (OA –Arenig Age). These are underlain by green and grey slates with thin 
siltstones of the Ballylane Shale Formation (BY – Tremadoc-Arenig Age), which occur to the west of the site. 
The oldest rocks in the area actually occur circa 6km to the southeast, separated by a southwest to 
northeast trending major fault. These rocks consist of dark grey slates with siltstone laminae belonging to 
the Ballyhoge Formation (BH – Tremadoc Age). 

 
Figure 1.3: The Geology of Ferns (Geological Survey of Ireland on-line mapping; after Tietzsch-Tyler and Sleeman 

1994) 

Bedrock is not exposed at the site; instead the area is covered with glacial sediments laid down during the 
Quaternary Period. During this time, a series of glacial events (the last one in Ireland ending around 12,000 
years ago), formed Ireland’s landscape – ice-shaped mountains, glaciated valleys, eskers, and drumlins. In 
this region, the impact of the ice sheets was to mould the hilly landscape and deposit layers of glacial tills 
and gravels, which broadly represent the underlying geology (see Figure 1.4). The predominant glacial 
sediment in the area, including at the site, consists of tills derived from Lower Palaeozoic shales. Within 
this are pockets of higher ground where there are little or no tills, where bedrock is at or near to the surface. 
To the northwest and west occur similar tills which also contain sandstones. Alluvial sediments occur along 
the rivers (in particular the Bann River). Along the Bann River occurs gravels, also derived from Lower 
Palaeozoic sandstones and shales. 

The soils of the area consist of fine loamy drift containing siliceous stones (derived from the tills) (see Figure 
1.5). Lake and river alluvium occurs along rivers and streams, and in lowland areas. 
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Figure 1.4: The glacial deposits of Ferns (source: Geological Survey of Ireland on-line mapping) 

 
Figure 1.5: The soils of Ferns (source: Teagasc Soils on-line mapping) 

 

Topography and Landscape 

The site of the excavation is located in a large undulating pasture field, which contains the remains of St 
Mary’s Abbey (RMP WX015-003004), a mid-twelfth Augustinian foundation, at its western limits (circa 45m 
OD). This field is directly east of St Edan’s Cathedral, a nineteenth century Church of Ireland structure built 
from the original core of the thirteenth century cathedral (WX015-003003-), as well as an adjacent 
graveyard (WX015-003008-). Several high-crosses, and other monuments of note, are also contained 
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within or adjacent the site (see below). In the recent past the site was located adjacent St Edan’s Estate 
and the Bishop’s Palace (see below).  

The site is bounded by the N11 and Station Road on the north and southwest respectively, with a stream 
defining the field at its eastern extent. This stream is a tributary of the River Bann (located south of the site) 
which is itself a tributary of the River Slaney. A farm laneway defines the field at its southern extent.  

 

Archaeological and Historical Background 

Introduction 

The site is located in the townland of Ferns Demesne is in the Electoral Division of Ferns, in Civil Parish of 
Kilbride, in the Barony of Scarawalsh, in the County of Wexford (see Figure 1.6). 

 
Figure 1.6: The townlands in the vicinity of the site (source: www.downsurvey.tcd.ie) 

Ferns as a town, and St Aidan’s monastery in particular, have an extensive history reflected in historical 
sources, built heritage, and sub-surface archaeology. These have been described previously (for example 
see Bhreathnach and Dowling 2021, Corlett 2012 and O’ Keefe and Bates 2016) and, as such, only a brief 
historical summary, focused on St Aidan’s monastery and St Mary’s Abbey, is provided here to provide 
context to the excavations detailed in this report. 

There are 37 recorded monuments within circa 500m of the site (note four are not scheduled to be listed 
in the next version of the SMR), including the town of Ferns (see Figure 1.7, Table 1.1 and Appendix 1.1). 
Commercially-driven archaeology has contributed to our understanding of prehistoric Ferns. 
Approximately 40 archaeological excavations have been undertaken in the town, of which 15 uncovered 
archaeological remains (see Figure 1.8, Table 1.2). 

http://www.downsurvey.tcd.ie/
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Figure 1.7: Recorded Archaeological Sites & Monuments within the vicinity of the site (source: www.archaeology.ie) 

 

Prehistoric Ferns 

There are no recorded archaeological sites dating to the prehistoric period in the area of the site. However, 
as noted above, commercially-led archaeological excavations (and recent geophysical surveys) have 
uncovered significant evidence that this area was inhabited from early prehistory.  

While to date there is no trace of Mesolithic activity in the immediate area, artefactual evidence indicates 
a Neolithic presence, as worked flint and chert, along with pottery, of that period have all been found in 
the locality, including during the current excavations. Excavations on the outer enclosure at nearby Clone 
(also associated with St Aidan), circa 2km from Ferns, have also returned a Neolithic date from charcoal 
retrieved within the ditch basal fills, while passage tomb rock art is also known from this site (Shine et al 
2020; Shine and Lacey 2021).  

An Iron Age ring-ditch and Bronze Age pit were uncovered in the neighbouring townland of Ferns Lower, 
during works on Ferns Sewerage Scheme, circa 500m from St Edan’s Cathedral (licence no. 99E450). This 
excavation identified the skeletal remains of a at least four burials and the cremated remains of seven 
individuals. Three of the burials were rich in grave goods containing a variety of glass beads, an amber bead, 
copper alloy and iron objects, a sherd of Neolithic pottery and a number of worked flints (Ryan 2012, 273-
289). Radiometric dates indicated a site lifespan of circa the fourth century BC to the first century AD (Doyle 
2016, 52: Ryan 2000; 2012, 283), while samples taken from the pit produced a date in the Middle Bronze 
Age. 

A Bronze Age burial site was identified directly west of present site (Doyle 2016; Kavanagh 2004; Sheehan 
2006), just 70m from St Edan’s Cathedral in Ferns Upper. Six cremation pits (and some domestic features) 
forming part of a Bronze Age flat cemetery were excavated (licence no. 04E0663) on the western side of 
the R772, in a site now occupied by a housing estate. The field directly north of the Bronze Age site was 
also archaeologically tested in 2006, revealing two parallel ditches which were interpreted as a possible 
ringfort (Kavanagh 2009). This excavation (licence no. 06E0780) also revealed a V-shaped ditch circa 5m 
wide and 2m deep. No dates were provided for this ditch. Doyle (2016, 55) argued this could represent the 
inner monastic vallum, meaning a circumference for the inner enclosure of circa 200m. Recent geophysical 

http://www.archaeology.ie/


Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery 

Archaeological Excavation Report 2021 – Page 7 

survey, undertaken in late 2021 as part of the wider project (Dowling 2021), support this argument, 
suggesting these ditches do indeed form part of the monastic enclosure(s) (see below). These surveys also 
clarify a dense set of features in this area, which likely relate to the prehistoric activities reported during 
the Kavanagh excavations (Dowling 2021).  

RMP No. Class Townland 

WX015-003---- Historic town CASTLELAND (Scarawalsh By.), COOLBAUN, FERNS, 
FERNS DEMESNE, FERNS LOWER, FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003002- Church FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003003- Cathedral FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003004- Religious house – Augustinian canons FERNS DEMESNE 

WX015-003005- Church FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003006- Ritual site – holy well FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003008- Graveyard FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003009- Cross – High cross FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003010- Cross – High cross FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003011- Cross – High cross FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003012- Cross – High cross FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003013- Cross – High cross FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003014- Cross-slab FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003015- Tomb – effigial FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003017- Cross FERNS DEMESNE 

WX015-003018- Cross FERNS DEMESNE 

WX015-003019- Graveyard FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003020- Stone head (present location) FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003021- Excavation – miscellaneous FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003022- Excavation – miscellaneous FERNS DEMESNE 

WX015-003024- Flat cemetery FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003025- Hut site FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003026- Excavation – miscellaneous CASTLELAND (Scarawalsh By.) 

WX015-003027- Architectural feature FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003028- Round tower FERNS DEMESNE 

WX015-003030- Cross-slab FERNS UPPER 

WX015-003031- Ecclesiastical enclosure CASTLELAND (Scarawalsh By.), FERNS DEMESNE, FERNS 
UPPER 

WX015-003032- Enclosure FERNS DEMESNE 

WX015-003033- Structure FERNS DEMESNE 

WX015-003034- Field system FERNS DEMESNE 

WX015-003035- Road – road/trackway FERNS DEMESNE 

WX015-003037- Enclosure CASTLELAND (Scarawalsh By.) 

WX015-003038- House – medieval CASTLELAND (Scarawalsh By.) 

WX015-003039- Water mill – horizontal-wheeled FERNS DEMESNE 

WX015-068---- Barrow – ditch barrow FERNS LOWER 

WX015-069---- Excavation – miscellaneous FERNS LOWER 

WX015-080---- Enclosure – large enclosure FERNS DEMESNE 

Table 1.1: Recorded Archaeological Sites & Monuments within the vicinity of the site (source: www.archaeology.ie) 

The density of prehistoric archaeology in the vicinity of St Aidan’s Monastery indicated a high likelihood 
that archaeology pre-dating the early medieval period would be found at the site. Furthermore, it 
suggested the early monastic site may have been deliberately placed at this location due to an established 
pre-existing prehistoric significance – as has been observed at several other monastic sites throughout the 
county (see O’ Sullivan, Rodgers et al. 2018 for an example). This hypothesis was supported by excavations 
conducted at the northwestern limits of the field containing St Mary’s Abbey in 2019 by Kate Taylor of TVAS 
Archaeology. This excavation revealed a small cluster of features, including a pit tentatively identified as 
being of prehistoric date. A single sherd of possible prehistoric pottery and a struck flint from the trench 
were also recovered (Taylor and Hurley 2021). 

While the evidence of occupation is limited, the known burial sites indicate a significant axis of prehistoric 
settlement is present from Ferns town centre to the Bann River, crossing through the field containing St 
Mary’s Abbey. This conjecture appears confirmed when recent geophysical surveys are considered, 

http://www.archaeology.ie/
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especially those conducted in 2021, which indicate a major multi-period complex of features surrounding 
the known excavation site (see also below). 

 
Figure 1.8: Recorded archaeological excavations within the vicinity of the site, produced from data held on 

www.excavations.ie 

http://www.excavations.ie/
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Excavation 
No. 

Location Site type 

1995:273 Castleland Medieval urban 

1998:665 Ferns Medieval and post-medieval town and vicinity of abbey 

1999:876 Castlelands Pits  

1999:878 Ferns Upper Proximity to Early Christian town  

2001:1303 Ferns Possible Early Christian remains  

2003:2019 Main Street Urban  

2006:2105 Main Street No archaeological significance  

2006:2106 Main Street No archaeological significance  

2008:1277 Main Street No archaeological significance  

2018:412 Castleland No archaeology found  

2018:413 Ferns Upper Medieval  

2019:068 Castleland No archaeology found  

2019:077 Ferns Upper Post-medieval  

2019:295 Castleland Early medieval & medieval  

2021:039  Ferns Upper Historic Town  

2019:335 Ferns Early medieval enclosure and medieval settlement 

2019:670 Upper Main Street Urban  

Table 1.2: Recorded archaeological excavations within the vicinity of the site, produced from data held on 
www.excavations.ie 

 

Early Medieval Ferns 

The monastic site of Ferns was founded sometime around the turn of the seventh century by St Aidan, also 
known as St Máedóc or St Mogue (d. circa 632), who was active in the sixth and seventh centuries (Culleton 
1999). Several hagiographies have been written on the life of St Aidan, who is believed to have been born 
in Inisbrefny, County Cavan, in the mid-sixth century. The date of his death 31st January is generally agreed, 
but variously argued as occurring between 624-627 AD. His place of burial is also disputed as either Ferns 
or his birthplace at Inisbrefny (Culleton 1999).  

Having spent several years studying at St David’s in Wales, Aidan returned to Ireland in circa 580 AD to the 
‘Wexford region’ before being granted land in the territory of the Uí Cheinnselaig by Beacc, a cousin of 
Brandubh Mac Echach (d. 605 AD), the King of Leinster. In circa 598 AD he is recorded as founding the first 
monastery at Ferns and was consecrated as bishop the same year. Several elements of the original Ferns 
monastic enclosure ditches have been identified including in both recent geophysical surveys (Dowling 
2015; 2021) and commercial archaeological excavations (e.g. McLoughlin and Stafford 2020 and Taylor 
2021), as well of course as in the excavations described herein. All these investigations are described in 
more detail below.  

Currently the only surface remnants of the early medieval monastery are a number of high crosses (O’Keefe 
1997), cross-slab(s) (possibly dating back to the time of Aidan’s foundation), and cross fragments or bases. 
None of these are in their original location and are now mainly located in the grounds of St Edan’s 
Cathedral. The site is also recorded historically, such as when it was raided by the Vikings in 835 and 839 
AD (Culleton 1999). These raids, together with several circa ninth century high-crosses around St Edan’s 
Cathedral (WX015-003009-, WX015-003010-, WX015-003011- and WX015-003012-), indicate a monastery 
of some importance. However, Corlett (2012) argues that the Viking raids may not solely have been for 
purposes of plunder but also had a political agenda, as the Vikings had already established themselves in 
Wexford Town and Arklow in the heart of Uí Cheinnselaig territory. 

Another cross and cross slab (WX015-003013- and WX015-003030- respectively) are also recorded in the 
graveyard to the west of St Edan’s Cathedral. The latter is recalled locally as being related to the burial 
place of Diarmuid McMurrough but dates to the ninth or tenth centuries (Harbison 1992, 89). A cross base 
is also extant within St Mary’s Abbey church (WX015-003017-). As stated, the crosses are not in their 

http://www.excavations.ie/
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original locations, with some recorded as having been moved in the early twentieth century from roadside 
walls (Hore 1906 v. 172-73).  

The 2015 geophysical survey (Dowling 2015) revealed significant evidence related to the early monastic 
site including anomalies thought to represent two substantive ditches (WX015-003031- and WX015-
003032), approximately 40m apart. These were interpreted as the eastern limits of the monastic enclosure. 
The inner of these ditches is positioned directly beneath the twelfth century St Mary’s Abbey (WX015-
003004-). Anomalies consistent with a structure (WX015-003033-) were identified directly adjacent to, and 
partly over, the outer enclosure. Toward the western portion of the field the survey also recorded 
anomalies interpreted as a field system (WX015-003034-) and a roadway (WX015-003035-) (Dowling 2015; 
see below for full details). The 2021 surveys further confirmed a bivallate northern enclosure, as well as 
significant complexes of multi-period features surround the field containing St Mary’s Abbey (Dowling 
2021: see Figure 1.9; see also below).  

 
Figure 1.9: Summary of Geophysical Survey results (Dowling 2015; 2021) 

Prior to these geophysical surveys, the circuit of the monastic enclosure had been contested for some time, 
although a ditch (now considered to be part of the outer enclosure) was found on Station Road (just 
opposite the junction with Clone Road) during the Ferns Sewerage Scheme in 1999-2000. This ditch 
contained iron-working debris and charcoal, a sample of which was dated to 331-557 cal AD (Ryan 2000, 
licence no. 98E0132; UCD0007 1620 ± 50 BP, calibrated at two sigma level), meaning the feature could 
represent the very earliest enclosure of the site dating to the mid-sixth century.  

Based on this, and other results, Doyle (2016) interpreted the route of the monastic enclosure as having an 
inner enclosure circa 200m in diameter and an outer enclosure circa 300-350m in diameter. Since the 
production of that paper, a commercial dig near the centre of the town, revealed a significant 
archaeological site (McLoughlin 2020; McLoughlin and Stafford 2020). In 2019, this excavation in Castleland 
revealed a series of pits, well pits, gullies, a sub rectangle enclosure, evidence of industrial activity/smithing 
and, crucially, a boundary ditch, all of which were medieval date (McLoughlin and Stafford 2020). The ditch 
was excavated for a length of 115m, with an average width and depth of 3m and 1.5m respectively. This 
feature is currently interpreted by the excavator as the western limit of the monastic enclosure as identified 
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by Dowling (2015) meaning the monastic site could be much larger than originally anticipated, with a 
diameter of 500m+; alternatively this ditch could form part of annex to the main enclosure. 

The above-mentioned excavations by Taylor (2021), as part of the N11 Ferns Pavement Rehabilitation 
Scheme, also revealed a segment of the early medieval outer enclosure ditch, as it appears to be mapped 
by Dowling (2015). In addition, this excavation revealed a series of ditches and pits, many containing 
medieval pottery in secure contexts, as well as evidence of a horizontal watermill. Finally, as outlined 
further below, excavations by the IAFS in 2021 have also excavated sections through both the outer and 
inner monastic enclosures, also within the field containing St Mary’s Abbey.  

 

Later Medieval Ferns 

Ferns is generally synonymous with the medieval period and its role as the ancient capital of the Kingdom 
of Uí Cheinnselaig (Kavanagh’s). This is reflected in its built heritage, which includes St Edan’s Cathedral, St 
Mary’s Abbey, and not least, the impressive thirteenth century Marshal castle toward the western limits of 
the town, which was predominantly built by William Marshal, 2nd Earl of Pembroke (1190-1231 AD) but 
actually has several incarnations from the later twelfth to the early thirteenth centuries (Corlett 2012). 
Ferns Castle has had a series of excavations undertaken at, or close to, the castle, of which those conducted 
by Sweetman between 1972 and 1975 are the most significant. Investigations around the structure were 
centred on a rock-cut fosse and the interior of the castle itself. The remains of a possible drawbridge and 
entrance way were revealed, while the recovered finds predominantly consisted of thirteenth century local 
pottery. A leather scabbard of similar date was also recovered (Sweetman 1979). 

Part of the town’s renown undoubtedly derives from its association with the Uí Cheannsalaigh ruling 
dynasty who were the de facto Kings of Leinster by the mid-twelfth century. Their leader, Diarmuid 
McMurrough, (d. 1171 AD), made Ferns his royal caput and granted lands to the Augustinian Canons for 
the foundation of St Mary’s Abbey around 1160 AD (Breathnach 2021). It was this association that saw 
Ferns develop into one of the leading monasteries in the southeast, becoming the head of the newly 
constituted diocese of Ferns, the boundaries of which were determined at the Synod of Rath Breasail in 
the early twelfth century.  

Operating as a bishopric in the medieval period, Ferns had a manor with its own lands. The site was ratified 
at the synod of Rath Bresail in 1111 AD, as one of five episcopal sees in Leinster. Ferns was associated with 
several important bishops in the medieval period including Ailbhe O’ Mulloy (d. 1223 AD) and John St John 
(d. 1253 AD) – the latter of whom is most frequently associated with the construction of St Edan’s Cathedral 
(WX015-003003-). This cathedral has enjoyed an illustrious history, including being burnt by Fiach Mac 
Hugh O’Byrne in 1575 AD, who later restored the building in 1577 AD. The building was extensively 
reconstructed in 1817 AD to its current ‘Church of Ireland’ form, but still retains much of its medieval fabric 
and features. For a full history of St Edan’s Cathedral and St Mary’s Abbey see O’ Keefe and Bates (2016).  

The Augustinian Abbey also enjoyed a colourful history. In 1317 AD the Abbey was plundered and burnt by 
Irish forces during the Bruce wars. During the fifteenth century the position of abbot was disputed, at a 
time when the Kavanagh’s had re-established Gaelic control over Ferns and Ferns Castle. In 1538 AD the 
Abbey was supressed; at that time, it was described as comprising a church and belfry, dormitory, 
chapterhouse, hall, and other buildings, with circa 600 acres and other interests. An inquisition taken in 
1552 AD recorded the monastery consisting of a church, dormitory, hall, 10 cottages, a watermill, and a list 
of rents/tithes from lands in Wexford (Dowling 2015). Remains of the church (WX015-003004-), an Early 
Medieval cross base (WX015-003018-), and a round tower/belfry (X015-003028-), which adjoined the 
church nave, remain extant at the site. A plan of St Mary’s Abbey, dating from 1912 AD, by Cochrane, 
suggests a rectangular ‘courtyard’ to the south of the church, which O’ Keefe (1997, 60; see Figure 1.10), 
proposes is a twelfth century cloister. A rectangular feature was confirmed in this area during geophysical 
works in 2015 and during the excavation described herein (Dowling 2015; see also below).  
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Figure 1.10: Schematic plan of Cochrane’s 1912 drawing showing St Mary’s Abbey and the adjacent rectangular 

structure, interpreted as a twelfth century cloister by O’ Keefe (1997, fig. 11) 

 

Post Medieval Ferns 

The Down Survey for the townland of Ferns Demesne (in which the excavations were undertaken) and the 
surrounding townlands is given in Appendix 1.2 (see also Figure 1.11). 

 
Figure 1.11: Extract from the Down Survey of the Parish of Cloyne and Ferns, in the Barony of Scarawalsh in the 

County of Wexford (not to scale; source: www.downsurvey.tcd.ie) 

The townland of Ferns (Fernes) Demesne is listed as being in the ownership of Edward Masterson 
(Protestant) in 1641 AD and in the ownership of Arthur Parsons (Protestant) and Samuell Corbett 
(Protestant) in 1670 AD. These were the listed landowners for much of the area in 1641 AD and 1670 AD 
respectively. The only land in the area that was in Catholic ownership in 1641 AD was Castleland (owned 
by Bartholomew Bryan) but this was in the ownership of Sir Matthew Dizzenzey (Protestant) by 1670 AD. 

http://www.downsurvey.tcd.ie/
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The first edition Ordnance Survey map (1829-1842 AD) depicts the Augustinian Monastery (St Mary’s) as 
well as other historical and landscape features. The land on which the excavations are sited is shown as 
being in woodland. A laneway through the site which accesses a farmyard complex, dates from circa 1785 
to 1840 AD, which is itself a surviving component of St Edan’s Estate following the destruction (circa 1960) 
and subsequent demolition (circa 1976) of the Bishop’s Palace, which dates from circa 1785 AD (National 
Inventory of Architectural Heritage, 2021). A field townland boundary is recorded within the field on the 
First Edition Ordnance Survey map, which separates Ferns Demesne from St Edan’s Park Demesne (see 
Figure 1.12). This map also shows estate planting in the fields southern and western limits.  

 
Figure 1.12: First Edition Ordnance Survey 6” map (1829-1842 AD) showing the site location (source: 

www.archaeology.ie) 

 

Previous Excavations and Investigations 

As stated, a series of archaeological excavations have been undertaken in Ferns, and its environs, which 
have been greatly supplemented by information garnered by recent geophysical surveys – notably those 
which were undertaken in 2021 and remain ongoing. Collectively, these investigations contribute 
significantly to our understanding of each period of Ferns settlement but are too long to iterate in full in 
this report. The most significant, and published, excavations have already been included in the historical 
summary above; therefore, this section will concentrate on providing a brief overview of previous 
archaeological work, before focusing on recent geophysical surveys (for further information on these 
excavations see Figure 1.8 above).  

Excavation Summary 

The results of archaeological investigations in Ireland are published in summary form in Excavations 
(Bennett 1987-2012) and online at www.excavations.ie; these resources, and several bibliographies, were 
consulted to source information on previous excavations in and around Ferns, with particular emphasis on 
the area surrounding St Mary’s Abbey and its environs. At the time of writing circa 40 excavations have 
been undertaken at various locations in the town, 15 of which provided results deemed of archaeological 

http://www.archaeology.ie/
http://www.excavations.ie/
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significance. While a number of these excavations revealed prehistoric remains, the vast majority (as might 
be expected considering Fern’s importance during the medieval period), show evidence of medieval 
settlement with 19 relating to excavations in the vicinity of Ferns Castle alone (Taylor and Hurley 2021). In 
the last two years, excavations in Castleland and as part of the Ferns Village Rehabilitation scheme, as 
outlined above, have contributed greatly to the knowledge of medieval Ferns, with archaeological works 
as part of the Ferns Village Rehabilitation continuing at the time of writing. While key results of the major 
excavations within the town have already been briefly incorporated into the historical summary above, the 
most significant results of the excavations at Castleland and St Mary’s Abbey in 2019, as they relate to our 
2021 excavation described herein, merit further elucidation:  

Castleland: Archaeological excavations in 2018 followed a programme of 18 test-trenches (18E0526), which 
revealed a range of features including a large curving ditch then interpreted as the outer monastic 
enclosure of Ferns (see McLoughlin and Stafford 2020; Figure 1.13). Excavations in 2019 clarified this ditch 
ran across the site for 115m, averaging 3m in width and 1.5m in depth. Samples from the basal fills were 
dated to 659-851 cal. AD and 727-940 cal. AD (McLoughlin and Stafford 2020, 91). A sub-rectangular 
enclosure, measuring circa 50m by 40m at maximum extent, adjoined the internal side of the ‘monastic 
ditch’. Basal fills from this enclosure were dated to 685-873 cal. AD. A number of well pits, used to collect 
water were also cut into the monastic enclosure. These pits, frequently measuring up to 2m in diameter 
and 1.8m in depth, contained fills with frequent medieval pottery. Towards the southern limit of two post-
medieval structures and evidence of industrial activity was also uncovered. Industrial activity included the 
remains of a smithy, consisting of an extensive area (40m by 8m) of hearths, pits, and furnaces, with some 
240kg of metallurgical waste recovered in total (McLoughlin and Stafford 2020, 93). In addition to these 
samples, a wide range of medieval ceramics (including some ceramic ‘lamps’: see below), early medieval 
stick pins, nails and other ferrous objects, fragments of medieval glass, and a plough coulter were among 
the recovered artefacts (McLoughlin and Stafford 2020, 93-94). 

 
Figure 1.13: Interpretation by McLoughlin and Stafford (2020) of enclosing ditches uncovered during excavations at 

Castlelands, compared to excavations and surveys in the town (McLoughlin and Stafford 2020, Fig 9.14) 

Ferns Village Rehabilitation Scheme at Mary’s Abbey Field: Kate Taylor of Thames Valley Archaeology 
Service TVAS (Ireland) Ltd. conducted an archaeological excavation (Ministerial Consent C000709, 
Registration numbers E004633 and R000395) at the northeastern corner of the site/field containing St 
Mary’s Abbey (Figure 1.14), on behalf of Wexford County Council, in advance of proposed pavement 
rehabilitation, drainage, and watermain installation in Ferns (Taylor and Hurley 2021, 1). These works 
are coordinated by Transport Infrastructure Ireland (TII), and also included archaeological testing on 
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Main St and Station Road (including at the site of the ditch uncovered by Frank Ryan, see above). 
Monitoring of the actual rehabilitation/construction works is ongoing at the time of writing, by Irish 
Archaeological Consultancy (IAC), under the direction of David McIlreary.  

A surface water drainage ‘outfall’ pipe (shaded in green on Figure 1.14) was to be laid close to the 
northeast boundary of the field containing St Mary’s Abbey. The pipe trench measured 3m in width 
and circa 132m in length, an area which was fully stripped and archaeologically assessed in 2020, well 
in advance of ongoing construction works. Based on the 2015 geophysical survey the pipe ‘trench’ was 
anticipated to encounter enclosing elements of the monastic complex, as well as other linear 
anomalies. The full preliminary report on these investigations has since been completed (see Taylor 
and Hurley 2021). However, in summary, an excavation in the field containing St Mary’s Abbey was 
conducted between the 22nd of June and the 22nd of July 2020, with the excavated area encompassing 
an area of 393m² (Taylor and Hurley 2021). The excavation ‘revealed evidence of possible prehistoric 
features, early medieval and medieval occupation in the form of ditches, gullies, pits, postholes and 
occupation layers deposits’ (Taylor and Hurley 2020, 1). One of these ditches appears to mark the line 
of the inner monastic enclosure as recorded in the field during geophysics (Dowling, 2015). the 
excavation also revealed the impressive partial remains of a horizontal timber mill, which was 
preserved in situ. Artefacts from the excavations included a range of medieval pottery, metal, slag, 
stone, animal bone, leather, and worked wood, which continue to be assessed. Radiocarbon and 
dendrochronological dates for the excavation, as well as analyses of charred and waterlogged plant 
remains, and pollen and insect remains, are still pending. Collectively the excavation results add crucial 
information to the understanding of the archaeology in the area of St Mary’s Abbey, being the first 
excavations to be conducted there.  

 
Figure 1.14: Location of archaeological works undertaken by TVAS Ireland in St Mary’s field, showing the outfall pipe 

(in green) (image courtesy of TII). Site of St Mary’s Abbey is highlighted by the red circle 
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Geophysical Summary 

Recent geophysical surveys within Ferns are possibly even more instructive than archaeological 
excavations, regarding the scale and nature of archaeological features within the town, especially those 
which relate directly to the Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery project. Two broad phases of survey have 
been undertaken, firstly in St Mary’s Abbey field in 2015, followed by an expanded survey in 2021 (which 
may continue into 2022, subject to the permission of landowners).  

Surveys in 2015: In May 2015 an extensive programme of magnetic gradiometry and more limited electrical 
resistance survey was undertaken in the western limits of the field containing St Mary’s Abbey (15R4002: 
Figure 1.15). This was undertaken as part of the Monastic Ireland Project, an IRC-funded research 
collaboration between the Discovery Programme, Trinity College Dublin, and University College Cork. 
Funding for the survey was secured by the Ferns Heritage Group through part funding from the Heritage 
Council. The survey area, comprising approximately 4 hectares in the townlands of Ferns Demesne and St 
Edan’s Demesne, revealed a density of archaeological features, which are likely to span several centuries. 
For the purpose of discussion here, these anomalies are summarised as G9 and G6 (Figure 1.15), which 
were archaeologically assessed by Cuttings 1 and 2 respectively, and ‘other’ features in the field. 

 
Figure 1.15: Geophysical survey (from Dowling 2015, fig. 7) showing the proposed archaeological cuttings (in black) 

• G6: Two possible large concentric ditches (inner circa 2m wide and outer circa 3-4m wide) were 
revealed, which were thought to mark the eastern extent of the monastic enclosure. The outer ditch 
appears to have a double-aisled structure built over it, which itself is contained within a circa 65m wide 
circular enclosure. The geophysical signature of this ‘building’ indicates a structure circa 12m x 10m in 
size with 1m wide masonry walls. The junction of this structure and the outer monastic ditch, located 
at the west end of the cutting, informed location of Cutting 2. Several other anomalies of archaeological 
potential occur in the immediate surroundings of Cutting 2, most notably a series of intermittent ditch-
like segments encircling the double aisled structure and numerous other curvilinear, linear, and pit like 
features. Although, outside the scope and time constraints of the 2021 excavation season, these 
anomalies clearly merit further investigation in the future. 
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• G9: The rectangular structure to the south of St Mary’s Abbey church, as originally mapped by Cochrane 
in 1912 and proposed by O’ Keefe (1997, 60) to be the location of the cloister associated with the 
nearby Augustinian foundation St Mary’s Abbey, was also recorded during the survey, measuring 
approximately 30m x 30m. The ‘walls’ outlining this possible structure were ill-defined, suggesting 
differential preservation and bands of rubble/building collapse in places. No defining characteristics 
were identified during the survey to further indicate this anomaly is a cloister. The southeastern portion 
of this structure was built over the possible inner monastic boundary, which was found in the northwest 
portion of Cutting 1. The junction of these two features informed the location for Cutting 1. 

• A wide array of further anomalies was apparent in the data retrieved, showing evidence of successive 
phases of agriculture, land-division, and possible industrial activities at the site, some of which could 
pre-date the monastic settlement itself or post-date the Dissolution of the site in the sixteenth century. 
These features speak to the complex history of the site, which could extend from prehistory to the 
modern era. The features include: several amorphous positive responses, which are probably indicative 
of hearths, furnaces, kilns, or other similar industrial features; pit and ditch-like features which may be 
associated with field systems; possible enclosures/paddocks; and faint linear responses which are 
consistent with plough furrows. Of note was an anomaly interpreted as a possible round house, circa 
10m in diameter, as were two parallel linears, circa 7m apart and 90m long, which were interpreted as 
a roadway.  

Surveys in 2021: In November 2021 a greatly expanded programme of magnetic gradiometry was 
undertaken in the immediate environs of Ferns village, across six areas in the town totalling 10 hectares 
(21R0297: see Figure 1.9 and Figures 1.16-1.19). These surveys were undertaken by Dr Ger Dowling on 
behalf of the IAFS and UoCD, in collaboration with local archaeologist Barry Lacey. The 2021 programme 
built on the results of the previous geophysical survey at Ferns in 2015 and have identified an impressive 
array of sub-surface features, many of which are of clear archaeological significance. Of particular interest 
amongst these features is the identification of possible segments of the inner and outer boundary ditches 
of the early monastery, especially toward their northern extent, as well as a host of features seemingly 
related to occupation and agriculture spanning several centuries or even millennia.  

The surveys conducted in 2021 are fully reported (Dowling 2021) but still remain incomplete as access to 
two key areas were not possible in 2021 (with a hope of reapproaching landowners in spring 2022). As such 
only the briefest of summaries on the survey is provided here. Collectively the 2021 surveys, with those 
also conducted in 2015 provide a significant ‘sub-surface map’ of possible archaeological activity around 
both St Mary’s Abbey and the town at large (Figure 1.9). The most noteworthy of the features are two 
closely set, curving ditches recorded in survey Area 6. These are in the same location as those found by 
John Kavanagh and, if confirmed as the northern limits of the monastic enclosure, indicate an impressive 
scale, 350m in overall diameter from northwest to southeast. Several other anomalies identified in Areas 5 
and 6 also point to medieval, post-medieval, and possibly prehistoric occupation and agriculture, as may a 
curving ditch recording in Area 4. Unfortunately, modern disturbance/interference impacted greatly on the 
survey results from Areas 1–3, although a subtle linear in Area 2 may represent a continuation of the early 
medieval ditch found in Castleland (Mcloughlin and Stafford 2020). Alternative methods of geophysical 
prospection (for example, earth resistance) in these areas might provide better results.  
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Figure 1.16: Dowling’s interpretation of geophysical survey of Area 3 (from Dowling 2021, fig. 11) 

 

 
Figure 1.17: Dowling’s interpretation of geophysical survey of Area 4 (from Dowling 2021, fig. 13) 
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Figure 1.18: Dowling’s interpretation of geophysical survey of Area 5 (from Dowling 2021, fig. 15).  

 
Figure 1.19: Dowling’s interpretation of geophysical survey of Area 6 (from Dowling 2021, fig. 17) 
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Archaeological Excavations 

 

Introduction: Progress of the Excavations 2021 

In July 2021 the IAFS commenced archaeological excavations at St Mary’s Abbey field for the first season 
of a multi-year archaeological research project. From mid-July to mid-August, two cuttings were excavated 
over a five-week period by a team of archaeological professionals, third level students, and volunteers. The 
overall objective of the fieldwork was to determine the nature, date, and extent of specific anomalies 
documented during a 2015 geophysical survey at the site.  

Cutting 1 was excavated to investigate a rectangular anomaly or a possible cloister, identified in geophysics 
immediately south of St Mary’s Abbey church. This possible cloister, which is also depicted on antiquarian 
mapping, appears to have been constructed over the inner enclosure of St Aidan’s monastery. Cutting 2 
was excavated to assess a possible double-aisled structure (WX015-003033-) identified in the same 2015 
to the southeast of St Mary’s Abbey church. This structure appears to be constructed over the outer 
enclosure of St Aidan’s monastery. 

 
Figure 1.20: Oblique drone shot of Cutting 1 (right) and Cutting 2 (left). The ‘cloister’ wall is clearly visible in Cutting 

1, with the deeper exaction to its immediate right marking the inner monastic enclosure. A section through the outer 
monastic enclosure is visible in the bottom right corner of Cutting 2 

Due to time constraints, and to preserve medieval features, we did not excavate the entirety of both 
cuttings; any encountered medieval masonry was also left entirely in situ, meaning underlying deposits 
were not excavated. Throughout the excavations a metal detector was used on excavated spoil and a 
rigorous sieving programme, through 4mm mesh, was undertaken to boost the retrieval of artefacts. At 
the close of the excavation, a geotextile membrane was placed over both cuttings before they were 
backfilled and re-seeded.  

The cuttings were excavated as follows: 

• Cutting 1 was initially rectangular in shape and measured approximately 6.4m x 8m in maximum extent. 
It was located circa 15m north of the tower at St Mary’s Church. De-sodding commenced on 20th of 
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July before a 0.5m wide sondage, oriented east-west, was excavated along the entire northern extent 
of the cutting to examine the stratigraphy and provide early confirmation of the presence of any 
subsurface structural elements, namely the potential cloister wall as indicated by the geophysical 
survey. As the excavation progressed this sondage was further extended by 1m on its western side, to 
firstly establish, and secondly further examine, the presence of the early medieval inner monastic 
enclosure and its relationship to the ‘cloister’ wall.  

• Cutting 2, located some 63m to the east of Cutting 1, was positioned circa 50m southeast of the eastern 
gable of the remains of St Mary’s Church. The cutting was also rectangular in shape and measured 
approximately 9.6m by 4.8m in maximum extent. A 0.5m wide sondage was also excavated along the 
entire northern extent of Cutting 2 to examine the underlying stratigraphy. The cutting was then fully 
excavated to provide evidence of the outer monastic enclosure, as well as to examine a number of 
linear anomalies the geophysical survey suggested formed a double aisled structure of stone 
construction. 

 
Figure 1.21: 1:2500 Ordnance Survey map, showing the location of the excavated cuttings relative to St Mary’s 

Abbey and their position in St Mary’s Abbey field 

  

Cutting 2 

Cutting 1 
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Archaeological Stratigraphic Description 

Cutting 1 (see Figures 1.22-1.32) 

Cutting 1 measured approximately 6.4m x 8m in maximum extent; the main portion of the cutting 
measured circa 4m x 8m, before being extended at its northwestern corner to permit the safe excavation 
of the monastic ditch (away from the overlying wall). The stratigraphic description of features excavated 
within the cutting is given below.  

 
Figure 1.22: Elevated view of Cutting 1 showing ditch cut F1010 and walls F1011 (running N-S: see arrow) and F1012 

F1001 was the context number allocated to the topsoil, a layer varying in depth between 0.06m and 0.14m 
which covered the entirety of Cutting 1. Mid greyish brown in colour with occasional pebble and small 
angular stone inclusions, F1001 overlay F1002 and contained seven sherds of medieval pottery, most likely 
introduced by past agricultural practices, disturbing them from their original context. 

F1002 was a mid greyish brown silty sand with occasional stone and pebble inclusions. It may represent an 
agricultural layer, probably having been heavily ploughed over time, as it contained multi-period finds, 
including ceramics from the medieval period to the 19th century (35 sherds), a prehistoric flint, fragments 
of twentieth century glass, an early nineteenth century George III half penny coin, a possible medieval 
brooch fragment, and seven further modern ferrous items. F1002 also contained some animal bone and 
iron slag. F1002 covered the full extent of the cutting and overlay F1003 and F1006 to the west and east of 
walls F1010 and F1007 respectively. It also overlay F1005 to the south of wall F1011. 

F1003 was a moderately compact mid greyish brown clayey sand that overlay ditch fill F1004 and was 
present to the west and south of walls F1011 and F1012. F1003 varied in depth from 0.11m to 0.35m. In 
addition to animal bone and a pair of perforated roof tiles, a silver Long Cross Type coin, which has yet to 
be definitively dated, was found in F1003 at its western extent. Considerable amounts of wall rubble were 
also present within the context and their haphazard distribution appears to indicate collapse or wall cast. 
At the southern extent of the cutting F1003 filled cut [F1013]. Due to the limited excavation of [F1013] 
within the cutting it was not possible to ascertain the function of the cut and it could possibly represent a 
foundation cut for F1012 (albeit a large one), a pit cut, or a ditch cut. 

F1004 is a secondary fill of ditch cut [F1010], which also contains a substantial quantity of wall cast and 
rubble. Its depth and composition appear to indicate it was an intentional backfilling of the cut, which abuts 
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wall F1011 on its western side and overlies primary ditch fill F1021 and secondary fill F1022 (the latter 
being a possible bank slippage along the western extent of the ditch). F1004 was a moderately compacted 
mid-greyish brown silty sand, which contained an abundant and varied selection of finds including roof 
weights and tiles, finely dressed architectural fragments, nine sherds of medieval pottery, a clay pipe 
fragment, a possible spacer/pottery waster used in the firing and glazing process, iron slag, a medieval iron 
nail, animal bone, and a tooth from a human infant. 

 
Figure 1.23: Section drawing of ditch [F1010] and foundation cut(?) [F1013] with associated fills and overlying 

deposits 

 
Figure 1.24: Fill F1004 showing wall cast and rubble 

F1005, a moderately compacted mid yellowish brown sandy clay abutted walls F1011 and F1012 on their 
western and southern side respectively. It overlay F1003 and, where the former petered out temporarily, 
F1023 the uppermost fill of possible foundation cut [F1025]. F1005 began mid-way along wall F1011, where 
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it extended southward into the baulk. It contained a moderate amount of wall cast and rubble, but few 
artefacts.  

F1006 overlay F1008 at the eastern side of wall F1011, at a consistent height and depth to F1003, indicating 
it may represent part of the same intentional backfilling event. F1006 coincidentally was also a moderately 
compact mid-greyish brown clayey sand, with occasional stone and pebble inclusions in addition to 
moderate amounts of wall cast; nine sherds of Leinster Cooking Ware, five roof tiles, five metal ‘studs’ and 
one possible human bone fragment. 

 
Figure 1.25: Section drawing of [F1025] with associated fills and overlying deposits 

F1007 may have existed as a sealing or insulating layer of clay centrally aligned atop one of the courses of 
wall F1011; during excavations F1007 appeared only sporadically across portions of the wall but in enough 
locations to surmise that it once was a continuous layer. 

F1008 was a moderately compacted dark brown clayey sand located east of wall F1011 (where obvious 
renovation of the structure had taken place) and to the north of wall F1012. F1008 overlay F1015, the 
uppermost fill of pit cut [F1020] and contained a single roof tile and seven sherds of Leinster Cooking Ware 
as well as a single adult human tooth. Like fill F1004, to the west of wall F1011, F1008 would appear to 
constitute an episode of intentional backfilling, possibly to further stabilise the wall. 

Ditch [F1010], cut into natural clays, ran from a terminus along a northwest to southeast orientation toward 
the western side of Cutting 1; this ditch is thought to be early medieval in date and mark the line of the 
inner enclosure of St Aidan’s monastic foundation. The eastern side of the cut within the trench (the side 
in proximity to F1011) has been heavily truncated to the extent that only intermittent portions of the cut 
are visible at its base. This truncation was to accommodate wall F1011, and its foundation cut, [F1025]. 
Remnants of bank slippage, F1022, are noticeable along [F1010]’s western edge where it currently enters 
the baulk. Underlying F1022, F1021, the basal fill of the ditch, continues and rises gradually to a point at 
the aforementioned terminus. 

F1011 is a stone wall oriented roughly north to south for a distance of 6.4m within the cutting; the wall 
survives to a variable height of four to five courses on a foundation of one to two courses. Averaging 0.9m 
in width and constructed of roughly dressed stone on its outer faces, F1011 contains a rubble wall-core 
with evidence of both lime mortar and clay bonding. One sherd of Wexford-Type Courseware was found at 
the northern extent of the wall, between its second and third course, during mortar sampling of the wall 
face; this find is important as it clearly infers a high medieval date for the wall. F1011 abuts and is 
perpendicular to wall F1012. There is evidence of maintenance on the eastern face of F1011, where the 
wall has been bolstered by the addition of further stone foundation courses set out from the wall itself. 
The location of this repair work lies directly above large earlier pit cut [F1020], and subsidence due to pit is 
the most likely explanation for the renovation/stabilisation of wall F1011. 

Wall F1012, as stated above, abuts and is perpendicular to wall F1011 which overlay natural clay [F1009]. 
Only one course of F1012 survives but architecturally the wall is clearly constructed in a different style to 
wall F1011, consisting of large roughly cut angular stone of varying sizes (circa 0.46m x 0.33m x 0.26m in 
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average maximum dimensions). At its western extent where F1012 joins/abuts F1011, two elongated 
stones dressed on their exterior sides and laying perpendicular to each other appear to outline what may 
have been an alcove/ope of sorts 

 
Figure 1.26: Ditch Cut [F1010] showing bank slippage F1022 in section 

 
Figure 1.27: Eastern face of wall F1011 showing renovation above pit cut [F1020] 

Alternatively, this ‘feature’ may represent evidence of a blocked-up entrance way/window despite its 
narrow nature. Further investigation is required of F1012 to determine whether the wall is contemporary, 
earlier, or even later in construction than F1011, as their phasing is not immediately apparent from the 
excavations conducted to date. F1028, a series of four large stones with some smaller flat filler stones, was 
found lying in linear formation 0.1m from F1012 and running parallel to it. F1028 was laid on natural and 
originally thought to be wall cast from F1012. However, further excavation at the eastern baulk of Cutting 
1 would clarify the function of F1028. 
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Figure 1.28: Walls F1011, F1012 and series of stones F1028 in the foreground 

 
Figure 1.29: Close up of possible opening in wall F1012 

[F1020] was the number allocated to the pit cut that underlies, and possibly destabilised, wall F1011. It 
contained fills F1015, F1016, F1017 and F1018 but has only been partially excavated within the confines of 
Cutting 1. Only the southern side of the cut was confirmed during excavation, where a sharp break of slope 
at the top leads to a vertical side of 1.02m. The base of the cut was not reached at time of excavation, due 
to the overall depth of excavation and health and safety constraints; deposits below the excavation limit 
were also waterlogged and unstable, most likely as the water table had been hit. For the purposes of 
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ascertaining a depth a probe was lowered to a further depth of 0.8m where a solid base appeared to be 
located. At the northern side of the pit, F1019 a linear formation of stones two to three courses high overlay 
F1015, the uppermost fill of the pit, and continued under the eastern baulk of the cutting. A single course 
of stone also continued westwards to wall F1011 but ceases at the natural beneath the wall. The purpose 
of these stones is not entirely clear, although they may have simply be laid to define the pit. Both the 
eastern and northern limits of the pit continued under the excavation baulk/limits of excavation, while the 
western side underlies wall F1011.  

 
Figure 1.30: Section drawing of cess pit [F1020] with associated fills and overlying deposits 

F1015, a compact mid-greyish brown sandy clay with occasional stone/pebble inclusions, was the 
uppermost fill of pit [F1020] with a maximum depth of 0.35m. The fill was found to contained seven 
medieval pottery sherds, including Leinster Cooking Ware, Wexford Type Courseware, and a single glazed 
handle sherd of Bristol Redcliffe, which clearly infer the feature passed out of use in the high medieval 
period. F1015 overlay F1016 a secondary fill composed of a dark brown silty sand with occasional charcoal, 
stone, and pebble inclusions. Reaching a maximum depth of 0.58m, F1016 contained a corroded medieval 
iron nail and fourteen sherds of pottery including some Leinster Cooking Ware rim and base sherds and a 
rim/bridge decorated spout sherd of Ham Green A pottery. Also present in F1016, and of particular interest 
due to their rarity, were the fragmentary remains of a Leinster Cooking Ware candleholder/lamp, one of 
under 20 such artefacts currently known from Ireland. Underlying F1016 was F1017, a mid-grey moderately 
compact silty sand, which also contained occasional charcoal, stone, and pebble inclusions and 38 sherds 
of medieval pottery, including a single sherd of Ham Green B pottery and multiple sherds of Leinster 
Cooking Ware and Wexford-Type Courseware; a number of the latter sherds combine to form a large part 
of a single vessel. A piece of possible kiln waste was also found in F1017. F1018 the basal fill of the pit was, 
as mentioned previously, not fully excavated, so its depth cannot be stated with certainty. It survives as a 
tightly compacted grey mottled yellow silty clay with occasional charcoal and organic inclusions. Several 
coprolites were evident within F1018 and, as the water table appeared to have been hit, seeds were visible 
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floating on the surface. A single paddle shaped wooden implement was also found, which is currently 
undergoing conservation. Ongoing analyses of the lower fills of [F1020], particularly in terms of the plant 
macrofossil remains, should provide a bountiful source of environmental information.  

 
Figure 1.31: Section of pit [F1020]. Note the waterlogged deposits and stone ‘revetting’ at the northern side 

[F1025] was the number given to the possible foundation cut of wall F1011 (partly interpreted as such as 
both are oriented in the same direction, although this may prove entirely coincidental). [F1025], measuring 
0.85m in width with a maximum depth of 0.1m, contained three identifiable fills F1023, F1024 and F1027, 
all of which contained occasional small angular stone inclusions at the southern extent of the cutting. 
F1023, the uppermost fill, is a moderately compact dark brown clayey sand; it overlies F1024 a moderately 
compacted yellowish grey clayey silt which in turn overlies basal fill F1027, a tightly compacted grey silty 
clay. Charcoal and plant-remains were retrieved during sampling of all three fills and will be retained for 
radiocarbon dating and species identification. Further excavation is required to determine the full extent 
of [F1025] as both wall F1011 and a number of unexcavated section faces overlie it within the cutting. 
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Figure 1.32: Post-excavation plan of Cutting 1 
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Cutting 2 (see Figures 1.33-1.42) 

Cutting 2 was rectangular in shape and measured approximately 9.6m x 4.8m. The stratigraphic description 
of features excavated within the cutting is given below 

 
Figure 1.33: Elevated view of Cutting 2 showing cuts preserving the ‘double-aisled’ structure and monastic ditch 

[F2011=F2009] 

F2001 is the context number allocated to the topsoil, a layer varying in depth between 0.04m and 0.15m, 
overlying F2002, and covering the entirety of Cutting 2. F2001 was a mid-greyish brown in colour with 
occasional small angular stone inclusions; as one might expect with topsoil, agricultural practices have 
disturbed this context regularly over the years, which explains how a single worked flint and six pieces of 
worked chert, all presumably prehistoric, were found alongside modern delph and medieval iron nails and 
pottery during excavation.  

F2002 also covered the entire cutting and consisted of a mid-brown silty clay with moderate small to 
medium angular and subangular stone inclusions. Averaging 0.15 m in depth, in areas F2002 has been 
noticeably disturbed by ploughing. It contained a large quantity of finds ranging in date from prehistoric to 
the twentieth century, including worked flint and chert, fragments of clay pipe, a broken arrowhead, 
medieval iron nails, and a variety of ceramics, including Leinster Cooking Ware, Wexford Type Courseware, 
Creamware, and Brownware. Also present were three fragments of dark green glass, one with the 
letters ’SCORTHY’ and another with the letter ’N’ clearly visible; these are remnants of a beer bottle 
produced by G. H. Lett in 1950s Enniscorthy. 

F2003 underlay F2002 in the northeastern half of the cutting, gradually petering out as it extended 
southwestwards. A loosely compacted, dark brown, sandy silt, F2003 had frequent large angular and 
subangular stone inclusions. The density of stone within F2003 is puzzling, as from an agricultural 
perspective, it would have hindered cultivation or other farming activity even up into recent times. It is 
possibly a flattened rubble dump, from a yet discovered feature/structure, and the considerable quantity 
of finds within F2003 might also support an intentional spreading out of material; some 228 sherds of 
pottery were present, including 109 body rim and base sherds of Leinster Cooking Ware, 52 sherds of 
Wexford Type Ware, and 36 sherds of Wexford Type Courseware. The remainder was a mixture of Ham 
Green A and B Types, Brownware, Creamware, a porcelain figurine, and a single sherd of Minety-Type 
pottery. F2003 also contained 16 medieval iron nails, kiln waste, a lump of lead, two worked flints, and a 
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single piece of chert. At the eastern extent of the cutting, F2027 is likely a continuation of F2003 but the 
stratigraphic/physical relationship was not definitively established between the two during this phase of 
excavations. Cut into F2027 was [F2030], a U-shaped pit, 0.46m in width with a maximum depth of 0.21m. 
It contained a single fill, F2029, a compact mid-reddish brown clay mixed with charcoal. ‘Pit cut’ [F2008], 
containing fills F2006 and F2007 was also cut into F2027, close to F2030. After excavating the two pits it 
was apparent the ‘fills’ F2006, F2007, and F2029 are actually the same context/deposit, containing two pit 
‘cuts’ ([F2008] and [F2030]) that were resolved as stone sockets. 

 
Figure 1.34: North section face of outer monastic ditch F2011=F2009 and deposits F2002 and F2003 

F2004 was a compact mid-brownish grey sandy clay of varying depth (0.15m to 0.3m), containing 
occasional pebble and charcoal inclusions. F2004 underlay F2003 from the northwestern baulk extending 
4.1m to the southeast. Like F2003, F2004 provided an abundance of artefacts, including 86 body rim and 
base sherds of Leinster Cooking Ware, 18 sherds of Wexford Type Ware, 22 sherds of Wexford Type 
Courseware, two sherds of Ham Green B Ware, and a single sherd each of Saintonge Green Ware, Saintonge 
Sgraffito Ware, Ham Green A Ware, and Bristol Redcliffe Ware. Also within F2004 were five medieval iron 
nails and a possible whetstone, which is broken at one end. F2004 overlay F2005, a relatively compact mid-
reddish brown sandy silt with occasional charcoal flecks and moderate to frequent angular and subangular 
stone inclusions. The paucity of finds in this context in comparison to F2003 and F2004 was noticeable, 
with only a pair of worked flints and a single medieval iron nail recorded. Clearly visible in the southwest 
facing section, F2005’s full extent was not fully determined; however, it overlay both F2017 and F2021, 
respective secondary and tertiary fills of ditch cut [F2016]. Like the overlying F2004, and underlying F2017, 
F2005 was also cut by linear [F2013] at its southeastern extent.  

As stated previously, the 2015 geophysical surveys indicated a number of linear anomalies within, and in 
the vicinity of, Cutting 2. These anomalies formed an E-shape, or a stem line with three linear features 
extending from it, which had been interpreted at the time of survey as a possible double-aisled structure 
with internal spinal wall (Dowling 2015). Two of the E-spines, [2013] and [2049], were recorded within the 
confines of the Cutting 2, oriented east-northeast by west-southwest, extending from the stem line which 
ran across the cutting in a rough north to south orientation. [F2013], the most northerly of these E-spines, 
extended from just off centre in the northeast section face and ran under the southwest baulk. It measured 
5m x 1.55m with an average depth of 1.18m. [F2013] featured a sharp break of slope at the top, leading to 
vertical sides, and contained fills F2012, F2015, F2024, F2025 and F2026. At time of excavation the base 
was not exposed at the northwestern or southeastern limits but appears to have been bottomed in the 
centre of the cutting. F2012 was a dark brown silty sand of variable depth (0.68m -1.17m), with frequent 
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small to medium angular and subangular stones. F2012 is likely the same fill as F2024 as it displayed 
identical characteristics (the former being visible in the northeast facing section and the latter in the 
southwest section face). F2012 appeared to be an intentional rubble backfill within the cut and possibly 
the remnants of earlier wall core. It overlay F2015, a series of overlapping large flattish angular stones 
(some up to 0.35m in length), mixed with yellow clay. F2015=F2026 is likely to represent the remains of 
wall coursing or a foundation layer and was formed of two rough stone courses. F2025, a clay lens (0.05m 
- 0.20m deep), overlay F2026 at this location, which may be similar to, but an excess of, the clay present in 
F2015. 

  
Figure 1.35: Post-excavation plan of Cutting 2, also showing the overlying foundation cuts of the ‘double-aisled 

structure’ in faded yellow 



Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery 

Archaeological Excavation Report 2021 – Page 33 

   
Figure 1.36: Pit [F2018] and [F2049] seen from the northeast (left image) and southwest 

[F2049], the second linear cut, displays a sharp break of slope on its northwest edge leading to a gradual 
sloping side that drops vertically mid-way down its slope toward the base; the feature, which is likely 
contemporary with the previously discussed [F2013], is 1.03m wide and 1.18m deep. [F2049] cuts F2023 
(=F2047), a thin lens of compact yellow clay, and F2028, a gravelly layer that underlies F2023 and runs 
roughly parallel with linear cut [F2013]. Extending the width of the cutting, [F2049] contains F2032, F2033, 
F2034, F2035 and F2020. These fills, in contrast to those found in [F2013], provided a large quantity of 
artefacts, most notably in context F2034 (see below).  

F2032 is a compact mid brownish grey sandy clay, with small subangular stone and animal bone inclusions. 
It measures 1.54m in length with a maximum depth of 0.4m. F2032 is mostly likely a continuation of F2004, 
based on the similarity in colour, composition, and compaction. However no physical connection was made 
during excavation. While F2004 contained a substantial quantity of finds, F2032 did not, with the majority 
of finds from F2032 recovered from its interface with F2034. It did however contain a medieval silver Long 
Cross Type thirteenth century King Edward II coin.  

F2033, underlying F2032, was a mid-greyish brown sandy clay with small to medium subangular stone 
inclusions, measuring 0.5m in length with a maximum depth of 0.37m. F2033 abuts F2034, a mid-brown 
reddish sandy clay with a maximum depth of 0.45m. Clearly visible in the southwest section face, F2034 
extended to the northeast for 2.8m; the feature had an average width of 0.51m and contained frequent 
small to medium angular stones throughout. F2034 contained a selection of Leinster Cooking Ware (31 
sherds), Wexford Type Courseware (6 sherds), two sherds of Wexford Type Ware, and a single Minety Type 
sherd. A pair of probable medieval iron nails, a metal ‘hook’, and probable kiln waste were also recovered, 
in addition to considerable quantities of animal bone. Both F2033 and F2034 overlay F2035, a possible 
intentional dumping of burnt material consisting of a compact dark mottled reddish brown sandy clay with 
frequent charcoal inclusions; F2035 was 0.83m in width with a maximum depth of 0.16m. A selection of 
ceramics (10 sherds), glass slag, and three worked chert pieces were recovered from F2035. The basal fill 
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of [F2049], F2020, was a dark greyish brown sandy clay measuring 0.85m in width and 0.35m in depth. This 
basal fill overlay pit cut [F2018], itself containing a stone lining F2019 and primary fill F2036. 

Together with the enclosure ditch [F2011], pit [F2018] appears to be one of the earliest features in the 
cutting stratigraphically. It was not possible to ascertain the full dimensions of [F2018] during excavation 
as it continued under both baulks in the northeastern corner of the cutting. To the northwest and 
southwest the cut was obscured by what appears to be a stone lining, F2019; this arced from northwest to 
southwest and partly overlapped the pit, not fully respecting the edge of the cut. F2036, the solitary fill of 
[F2018] contained a single sherd of Leinster Cooking Ware and Wexford Type Courseware, along with some 
animal bone and charcoal flecks. Surviving to a depth of 0.1m, with an excavated width of 0.66m, further 
excavation of the northeastern limits of Cutting 2 are needed to understand the function and relationship 
(if any) of [F2018] with other features within the cutting. 

 
Figure 1.37: Wall(?) F2046 within cut F2047 

[F2037], cut into F2032, contained the ephemeral remains of a wall, F2046, which consists of a series of 
rough randomly arranged courses. [F2037] connects linear cuts [F2013] and [F2049] running perpendicular 
and, presumably, linking up with the third linear seen on the geophysical survey (that is, the northeast wall 
of the possible double-aisled structure) outside the limit of excavation. The excavated portion of [F2037] 
measures 2.2m in length with a maximum width and depth of 1.66m and 0.06m respectively. The cut 
displayed a sharp break of slope at the top, leading to near vertical sides, and a flat base. Abutting F2046, 
on its southeastern side, were fills F2043, F2044, and F2045 in stratigraphical descending order. F2043 is a 
mid-greyish brown clayey sand (1.66m in width and 0.43m deep), which contains frequent small stone 
inclusions. F2044, underlying F2043, is a compact dark reddish brown burnt layer, measuring 0.8m in width, 
with an average depth of 0.05m. Basal layer F2045 was a gritty sandy fill with occasional flecks of charcoal, 
measuring 0.32m in depth. 
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Figure 1.38: Ditch Cut [F2009=F2011] from the northeast 

 
Figure 1.39: Section of ‘double aisled structure’ foundation cut [F2037] and wall(?) F2046 

The monastic outer enclosure ditch (allocated numbers [F2009] and [F2011], at the northeast and 
southwest extents of the cutting respectively) is broadly U- shaped and, where the cut is exposed, displays 
a gradual break of slope at the top, leading to gently sloping sides, and a concave base. [F2009] has been 
heavily truncated on its northeastern limit by [F2016].  



Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery 

Archaeological Excavation Report 2021 – Page 36 

 
Figure 1.40: Section of outer monastic enclosure ditch [F2011] (=F2009) with associated fills and overlying deposits 

F2010 is the uppermost surviving fill of enclosure ditch [F2009] and consisted of a compact mid to light 
brown sandy clay with occasional charcoal flecks and small to medium angular and subangular inclusions. 
F2010 measured 1.4m in width, with a maximum depth of 0.7m, although it was heavily truncated by 
[F2016] at its northeastern extent and was entirely devoid of artefacts. F2048 was a variation of F2010 
where it is not truncated by [F2016]: both variations overlay F2022, the basal fill of [F2009]. F2002 was a 
compact greyish sandy clay containing a large quantity of large subangular stones and may represent an 
intentional backfilling or bank collapse in this area of the ditch. Charcoal was retrieved for sampling from 
F2022 for radiometric dating. 

[F2016] is the linear, which cuts [F2009], and was orientated northwest to southeast, coincidentally 
following both the line of the northeast baulk and an early test sondage that was excavated in order to find 
ditch cut [F2009] and cuts [F2013], [F2049] and [F2037], which are associated with the ‘double aisled 
structure’. As stated, [F2016] cuts the early medieval enclosure ditch at its northwest extent and ran 
southeastwards, with an average depth of 0.7m, for 4.1m where it is itself truncated by [F2013], before it 
then continues for another 2.55m. While its southeast edge lies beneath the limit of excavation, the 
southwest edge, where evident, displayed a sharp break of slope at the top leading to irregular sides with 
protruding stones. Further excavation to the northeast of the cutting will be necessary to determine the 
function and extent of this [F2016], which did not appear on the 2015 geophysical survey. Where it was 
excavated [F2016] had two fills, the uppermost F2021 was a moderately compact sandy clay, circa 2m in 
length with an average depth of 0.2m; this fill contained a variety of pottery including 18 handle, rim and 
body sherds of Wexford Type Courseware, 17 sherds of Wexford Type Ware, 36 sherds of Leinster Cooking 
Ware, two sherds of Ham Green B and single sherd each of Ham Green A, Creamware, and an unidentified 
glazed ceramic. Also present were two unidentified ferrous objects and four probable medieval nails. A 
quantity of iron slag, animal bone, charcoal, and plants remains were sampled from F2021. F2017, 
underlying F2021, was a mid-reddish brown silty sand with moderate inclusions of medium to large stones 
and flecks of charcoal. F2017 was excavated for a length of 4.1m to a maximum depth of 0.8m, and it 
contained a small quantity of artefacts, namely two sherds of Wexford Type Courseware and three body 
sherds of Leinster Cooking Ware, as well a single unidentified ferrous object. Contrasting the density of 
finds in F2017, with the overlying F2021, it is possible that the finds derived from F2017 were actually 
intrusions from the overlying F2021, or alternatively were excavated from the interface between the two. 
Slag, charcoal, and animal bone were also retrieved from F2017 for analysis. 
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Figure 1.41: Section of outer monastic enclosure ditch [F2009] (=F2011) together with foundation cuts [F2049] and [F2013] of the double aisled structure 

In the southwestern half of the cutting a series of deposits(?) were recorded that will need further investigation, as their full extent and relationship with other features 
within the cutting was not established during this phase of excavations. F2038 was a compact reddish burnt clay with excavated dimensions of 1.08 in width and 0.1m 
in depth; it overlay F2039 a grey ash spread with charcoal lenses measuring circa 1.31m by 0.15m. F2039 overlay F2040 (=F2042), a compact reddish brown clay layer 
with oxidised soil, which is most likely the residue of a firing event. F2040 overlay F2041 a mottled yellowish mid brown clay with occasional charcoal flecks, which is 
thought to be possible redeposited natural. 

Located in the southern corner of the cutting, F2050 is the remains of a wall, the surviving elements of which extend northeast from the southwest section face for 
0.74m, with a maximum width and depth of 0.74m and 0.5m respectively. A predominantly limestone construction it survives to a height of three courses with a 
further possible two foundation courses. Immediately to the southeast of F2050, along the cutting baulk edge, was F2051 a dark reddish-brown layer with charcoal 
inclusions which may be related to fills F2038, F2039 and F2040 (see above) on the opposite side of F2051. 

F2050 and F2046 appear to be the remnants of two walls that form part of the double-aisled E-shaped structure identified by Dowling (2015). F2015 appears to also 
be related to this structure. Future excavations at the site will clarify the form and function of these walls and the structure they appear to form. 

 



Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery 

Archaeological Excavation Report 2021 – Page 38 

 

 
Figure 1.42: Remains of wall F2050 in the left foreground 
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Discussion 

 

This section of the report discusses the above stratigraphy as a more accessible series of key events by 
Cutting, from the earliest enclosure through to the later medieval structures. As outlined previously, this 
preliminary report details only one season of excavations of a circa three year research project. The 
excavations are yet to be concluded, while specialist analyses are continuing at the time of writing. As such, 
the discussion presented here should be considered preliminary only and will be subject to constant review. 
The excavations were undertaken to assess anomalies identified by geophysical survey and/or test 
hypotheses put forward for the site by various scholars in the past. While the excavations were successful 
in substantiating the geophysical anomalies and some previous theories on the site, they equally have 
raised a new set of questions and outlined issues with some assumptions that have been made in previous 
interpretations on the site. 

 

Cutting 1 

As stated previously Cutting 1 was excavated with three main aims: 

• To identify and confirm the existence of the two linear anomalies evident in the 2015 geophysics data, 
as the possible remains of ‘cloistral walls’ mapped by Cochrane in the early 1900’s, and additionally 
assess their impact on the early medieval inner monastic enclosure ditch.  

• To find definitive evidence of this early medieval enclosure ditch and date this feature if possible.  

• To investigate further features that arose during excavation, both within the interior of the possible 
cloister and on its immediate exterior.  

There is no doubt that the excavated walls in Cutting 1 (F1011 and F1012) and what appears on both the 
2015 geophysical data and on Cochranes (1912) plan are one and the same set of features. It is also now 
clear that substantial intact masonry of this ‘square feature’ survives sub-surface on site. What remains to 
be definitively answered is whether these walls are indeed the enclosing wall of a cloister. While their 
previous identification as such was understandable based on Cochrane’s plan, a recent publication on the 
geophysical survey noted that no distinguishing features of a cloister such as an ambulatory or arcade were 
evident in the geophysical data (Breathnach and Dowling 2021, 25). More importantly, the recent 
excavations revealed no finds or features which may be associated with a cloister, such as fine worked 
stone, evidence of arcading, etcetera. As mentioned, there was also no evidence for any sort of metalled 
or cobbled surface, consistent with an ambulatory. While some worked slabs, roof tiles, and possible roof 
weights, were recovered from the surrounding fills, these were not as elaborate as one would expect of a 
cloistered monastery. It is possible that the site was efficiently quarried/striped of any decorative elements, 
but even from a ruinous structure it might be expected to find more decorative stone during excavation. 
Significantly the recorded walls on site at circa 0.9m+ in width are more consistent with excavated examples 
of medieval building walls than those of a cloister, which have been recorded in other excavations as being 
approximately half that width. For example, the cloister walls at the Black Friary in Trim were circa 0.5m 
thick (O’ Carroll et al. 2016; 2017). Black Friary is a useful comparison to Ferns, as it is an ongoing excavation 
of a medieval, circa thirteenth century, Friary; more specifically it also forms a useful comparison when 
considering the scale of the supposed ‘cloister’ at Ferns. The cloister at the Black Friary measures circa 20m 
square, in comparison to 30m square for the geophysical anomaly at St Mary’s Abbey. A cloister of the 
latter dimensions would be amongst the largest in Ireland, despite the upstanding church of St Mary’s 
Abbey being of ‘modest’ size. Such a scenario seems unlikely, especially when monasteries are typically laid 
out proportionally, with academics such as Roger Stalley arguing that friaries are laid out based on the size 
of the cloister multiplied by the square root of two (Stalley 1990). 

Perhaps of more significance is the contrasting construction of the recorded walls. Wall F1011, oriented 
north to south, survives to a height of four to five courses with two possible foundation courses and is 
clearly well constructed and consolidated. In contrast F1012, the east to west return to F1011, displays 
completely different craftsmanship, surviving at best to two courses lying directly on natural clay, with no 
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evidence to date of a clear foundation. The construction techniques and coursing of both walls are also 
discernibly different, with F1012 constructed of crude partial uprights mixed with flattened smaller stones 
whereas F1011 displays much more evenly coursed and better executed masonry with outward facing 
stones that are dressed and squared. The walls different construction styles indicate it is unlikely that they 
are contemporary, but unfortunately it was not possible to ascertain which one predated the other in this 
season. However, the recovery of a sherd of Wexford-Type Courseware from within the fabric of F1011, 
confirms a medieval date of circa the twelfth-thirteenth century for that wall.  

Finally, there was an almost complete absence of bone from Cutting 1, with the exception of a human 
infant tooth and a fragment of possible bone (unidentified) from F1004, the second fill of ditch [F1010], a 
human adult tooth from F1008, a backfill layer, and a possible fragment of human bone from F1006, 
another backfill layer. If the walls were to represent a cloister at Ferns, this would have been a favoured 
place for burial, as with any monastic community. For example, at the Blackfriary (O’Carroll et all 2016; 
2017) burials and disarticulated human bone were commonly encountered around the cloistral garth. The 
lack of in situ burials in Cutting 1 would appear to further confirm that the walls are not cloistral. Given the 
prestigious nature of the site, and the longevity of ecclesiastical focus in this specific area, it would be 
expected that there would be a number of burials, and potentially a significant amount of disarticulated 
human bone. However, the lack of human bone indicates that this particular area was never used for burial 
and that the burials are elsewhere on the site. It may also inadvertently suggest that whatever structure/s 
were here, were extant during the time of St Mary’s Abbey, and for some time afterwards, preventing any 
actual burials. 

 

Figure 1.43: Schematic plan of Cochrane’s 1912 drawing showing Mary’s Abbey and the adjacent rectangular 
structure, interpreted as a twelfth century cloister by O’ Keefe (1997, fig. 11). The location of Cutting 1 is shown, 

together with the planned walls and a re-interpretation of the possible layout of the Abbey 
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In summary the ‘cloister’ feature reveals none of the identifying characteristics of a cloister in terms of the 
walls size or shape. Nor is there any evidence of associated features one might expect, such as an 
ambulatory, or interment of human remains. In fact, the main supporting evidence it might be a cloister is 
its square shape and alignment toward St Mary’s Abbey and even in this regard it appears to be too large 
and poorly aligned toward the western end of the church. Instead it may be more likely that the excavated 
walls are the outer walls of building ranges constructed around a smaller internal cloister (Figure 1.43). 
Unfortunately such a supposition can only be confirmed through further excavation and/or additional 
geophysical survey (such as Ground Penetrating Radar).  

While walls F1011 and F1012 were almost immediately evident once the sod was stripped, the cut of the 
early medieval enclosure ditch [F1010] was more difficult to identify, despite being clearly visible in the 
geophysics data. Unfortunately [F1010] was heavily truncated by the foundation cut for wall F1011, 
resulting in the eastern edge of the ditch being completely destroyed in the northern portion of the cutting. 
By extending the cutting (which was also essential for safety reasons) it was possible to identify the western 
edge of the ditch, which was also initially difficult to identify due to bank slippages. After excavating the 
ditch it was clear, after taking into account the rise in the base and tapering of the cut, that Cutting 1 was 
positioned over/close to a terminus, suggesting a possible entranceway in this area. The geophysics data 
also suggested this, as there is a clearly defined gap in the ditch at this location. The positioning of the 
medieval walls (and wider St Mary’s Abbey) adjacent to, and over, a possible entrance to the early medieval 
monastery raises the questions: 

• Were the builders aware of the early medieval ditch, and was it still visible at the time walls F1011 and 
F1012 were constructed? 

• Did the placement of St Mary’s Abbey have a symbolic significance in the re-ordering of a scared 
landscape in Ferns? 

Initial radiocarbon dating of a hazel sample from F1021, a basal fill of the ditch, returned a date of 1176 – 
1269 cal AD (see Section 2; Table 2.2). This indicates that the early medieval enclosing ditch was backfilled 
at, or shortly before, the construction of St Mary’s Abbey. The fact that the eastern wall face of F1011, at 
foundation level, was stabilised by adding further stones to bolster the foundation, where it overlies a large 
deep pit [F1020], is further evidence that the builders built were at least aware of underlying deep-cut 
features. 

It seems likely, based on this evidence, that the ditch was backfilled to accommodate the construction of 
the Abbey. That the builders allocated resources to do this suggests that the site had symbolic and/or socio-
political significance at the time. 

Pit [F1020] remains to be fully examined, but may have been partially stone-lined (by F1019) on its northern 
extent. However, the location and placing of this series of stones may be coincidental as they protrude 
slightly over the edge of the cut and the full extent of this feature remains to be confirmed as it continued 
outside the excavation limits. Several courses are evident in F1019 as it nears the excavation baulk, which 
might indicate they are associated with a different feature, which is as yet undetermined. The exact 
function of the pit itself also needs confirmation but based on current excavation results it appears to be a 
possible cess or refuse pit. Several coprolites were found in the fill lower F1018, along with plants remains 
and a wooden paddle. As stated, this fill was not bottomed, due to safety constraints, but coring revealed 
its depth to be at least 0.8m deeper than the limit excavated to date. F1017, overlying F1018, contained 
some of the most significant artefacts from the excavation, namely a sherd of a ‘Face Man’ jug and a 
ceramic Leinster Cooking Ware lamp (see ‘Artefacts’ below); these were in addition to a substantial quantity 
of pottery, medieval iron nails, and some iron slag. As with pit [F1020], questions remain to be answered 
in future excavation seasons about [F1013] and [F1025]. Currently cut [F1025] has been identified as the 
possible foundation trench for wall F1011. However, both the size of [F1025] and the fact it continues past 
the line of F1011, mean further excavation of this feature is required to understand its exact function(s).  
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Cutting 2 

As noted above, Cutting 2 was excavated to: 

• Assess the nature of the possible double-aisled ‘structure’ including its date, function, and form.  

• Assess the form of the enclosing feature (the potential outer monastic ditch), the date this ditch passed 
out of use, and its relationship with the overlying structure. 

Previously, Breathnach and Dowling (2021; see also Dowling 2015) speculated on the form and function of 
the ‘double aisled structure’ whose northern extent was assessed in Cutting 2. They proposed the structure 
might have served as:  

• The residence of Diarmaid Mac Murrough, which they consider unlikely based on its location;  

• A diminutive form of an eleventh to twelfth century stone castle with a first-floor hall, which are known 
in Britain. While these structures are generally larger, they display an internal spinal wall, stair turret 
and enclosure, characteristics that were all tentatively identified on the Ferns geophysical data (but 
not all corroborated by subsequent excavation). If the features preserve a diminutive castle this would 
make the structure roughly contemporary with St Mary’s Abbey. 

• A hall listed among the abbots’ possessions in a 1552 AD assessment of St Mary’s Abbey during the 
dissolution of monasteries 

• A post medieval pile house or the remnants of a seventeenth century plantation castle, a number of 
which have been documented elsewhere in Wexford.  

 
Figure 1.44: The Doubled Aisled Structure a revealed on GPR survey (image courtesy of Ger Dowling: see also 

Bhreathnach and Dowling 2021) 

Unfortunately, the scope of the current season’s excavation was not sufficient to confirm any of the above 
or prove the exact function or form of the ‘double aisled structure’. However, Season 1 excavations did 
confirm that the shape of a ‘doubled aisled structure’ is indeed preserved below ground in the form of 
partial remains of walls and ‘rubble’ filled cuts. 
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A single radiocarbon date was also obtained from fill F2012 from stemline [F2013] of the E-shaped 
structure. The sample was of Corylus/hazel charcoal and the date returned was 662 – 796 cal AD (see 
Section 2; Table 2.2). This was a surprising date, as the fills from this feature also included numerous high 
medieval finds. The finds not only contradict the early medieval date for the fill but also discount the above 
proposal of a seventeenth century plantation castle. It appears more likely that the above early medieval 
date reflects charcoal that was upcast as the E-shaped structure truncated the earlier monastic ditch.  

Cutting 2 only overlay the northern extent of the ‘double aisled structure’, in effect assessing only a portion 
of the northwestern wall and an even smaller area of the central aisle or internal spinal wall. While evidence 
of coursing was visible in places, primarily extending into the southwestern baulk, it was ephemeral in 
nature, making it hard to determine if the double-aisled structure cuts once contained continuous masonry. 
To provide any definitive account of the structure, Cutting 2 needs to be extended to the south and east to 
incorporate the southeastern wall, the internal spinal wall and the full extent of the northwestern wall. It 
should be noted that extending the cutting thus, will address the geophysical anomalies where they are 
stronger and, presumably, have the potential to contain more intact masonry. Within the cutting is seems 
feasible the double-aisled structure cuts contained wall features which were extensively robbed out of any 
suitable building stone based on the rubble infill. The regularity of the cuts, which are extremely square in 
most instances, and their perfect perpendicular arrangement to each other certainly supports a structural 
function, even at this early phase in the excavations. Of note the doubled-aisled structure cuts were 
observed as overlaying stone deposits, or pits filled with stone (such as [F2015]) where they crossed over 
soft stratigraphy, namely the backfill of the early monastic ditch ([F2009] = [F2011]) or other features (such 
as [F2016]); this action indicates a deliberate reinforcing of soft geology, to spread and support overlying 
weight, in this case presumably deriving from a stone structure. The most obvious structural remains within 
the doubled-aisled structure cuts are the two short segments of poorly arranged walls F2046 and F2050. 
While the available evidence suggests that these originally formed part of a continuous wall/foundation 
within the doubled aisled structure foundation cuts, further excavation and analysis will be required to 
confirm this assumption. Feature F2050, in particular, might be instructive when the cutting is extended 
southwest, as this feature contained clearer coursing than F2046 and continued outside the limits of 
excavation.  

One of the most puzzling features in Cutting 2 was [F2016], a linear feature that did not reveal itself on the 
geophysical data. The exact function of [F2016] remains unknown and conceivably it might represent a 
later field drain/ditch. Finds found within its fills are likely to have been disturbed from their original context 
when [F2016] cut through earlier features.  

As mentioned, ditch [F2009/F2011] clearly appears to be the outer enclosure ditch of the early medieval 
ecclesiastical complex, which has also been found elsewhere in Ferns Demesne (Taylor 2021) and possibly 
further northwest in the town (McLoughlin and Stafford 2020). The edges of the cut proved difficult to 
define, partly as its upper edges were truncated by later features, but also as there was little distinction 
between lower fills and the surrounding natural, presumably a result of extensive bank slippage blurring 
the lines between fill and natural; this difficulty was confounded by the lower fill consisting of extremely 
compacted clay and large stone (used to intentionally backfill the ditch), which was difficult to excavate in 
a small space. Like the cuts of the double aisled structure (e.g. [F2013] and [F2049]) ditch [F2009/F2011] 
will clearly benefit from additional excavation, which may also result in the recovery of the first artefacts 
from the basal fills of the ditch. A single radiocarbon date, from Betula / birch charcoal, from the basal fill 
of the ditch (F2022), returned a date of 655-773 cal AD, consistent with this ditch being part of the early 
medieval outer enclosure of St Aidan’s Monastery. 
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Figure 1.45: Section though ditch F2009/F2011 post-excavation. Note the stone basal fills which is similar to natural 

 

Artefacts 

Both cuttings returned a good quantity and quality of finds. While the analyses of the artefacts will continue 
throughout the project, as subsequent seasons are undertaken, the pottery has already been assessed so 
a brief summary is merited here.  

Many of the artefacts, as noted earlier, have been found in disturbed and heavily truncated contexts, an 
unavoidable consequence of centuries of agricultural practices, particularly ploughing. This is quite 
apparent in the upper contexts of both cuttings, where prehistoric worked flint and chert, is found with 
medieval, post-medieval, and nineteenth / twentieth century pottery and metal. This unfortunately makes 
the uppermost deposits difficult to date; in the lower levels of excavation, almost all artefacts were found 
in secure contexts. 

As mentioned previously, several flint and chert pieces, some worked, were found in the upper deposit of 
both cuttings. While obviously out of context these do add to the understanding of the general archaeology 
of the region and, coupled flints found by Ryan (2012) in the ring ditch to the north of the site, indicates a 
Neolithic into Bronze Age settlement in the vicinity of St Mary’s Abbey, an ‘indication’ that seems clearly 
borne out by the plethora of features revealed in the 2021 geophysical surveys (see above). 

Both cuttings returned a large number of sherds pottery, with Cutting 2 (554 sherds) clearly containing 
considerably more than Cutting 1 (128 sherds). Taking into consideration the geography, status, and 
estimated date of the site, it was not surprising to see that the vast majority of the ceramic collection 
consists of sherds of Leinster Cooking Ware, Wexford Type Courseware, and Wexford Type Ware (see 
Figures 1.46 – 1.47). Sherds of Ham Green A and B wares were identified, which are known to have been 
produced in Wiltshire from roughly the twelfth to mid thirteenth century, and so can be particularly 
instructive in terms of dating features. Also present, and of British origin, are sherds of Minety Ware 
(produced from the later twelfth century) and Bristol Redcliffe Ware (thirteenth to fifteenth century). It is 
interesting to note that several of the pottery types were produced in and around the Wilshire/Somerset 
area, which could have a significance that is borne out in future investigations. From further afield and 
providing evidence of links with the southwest of France, a number of sherds of Saintonge Green and 
Saintonge Sgraffito Ware were found. These were most often the vestibules for the carriage of wine.  
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In Cutting 1, the lower fills (F1017, F1018) of pit [F1020] provided several interesting finds, including a 
wooden paddle and the fragmentary remains of a Leinster Cooking Ware ceramic lamp. The former, a single 
paddle shaped wooden implement/stake was found in a water-logged deposit at the base of the pit; this 
could not be fully investigated during the 2021 season, but it clearly has the potential for more organic 
finds, which are relatively rare in an archaeological context.  

 
Figure 1.46: Proportion of different pottery types from Cutting 1 

Examination of the ceramic lamp from F1017 by the project’s ceramic specialist Clare McCutcheon, 
revealed it is one of only circa 17 examples known from the whole of Ireland. Intriguingly eight possible 
examples currently are from Ferns (with the others coming from excavations by Catherine McLoughlin and 
David Sweetman) and with only two exceptions (from Waterford), all of them are from Wexford. In Cutting 
2, in the upper spread of F2003, the stem of another possible lamp, again made of Leinster Cooking Ware, 
has also been tentatively identified. 

A considerable amount of rim, base, and handle sherds have been found in both cuttings which, as part of 
an ultimate final report, will aid in identification of the vessel types being used on site . One sherd, from 
F2003, deserves a particular mention; it is  referred to as a ‘Face Man’ jug, comprising of rim, handle, and 
body sherds of Wexford Type Courseware several of which, when pieced together, form a face. This item, 
together with the lamp fragments, are currently with Suzanne Kelly, University College Dublin, for 
conservation. 
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Figure 1.47: Proportion of different pottery types from Cutting 2 

Some artefacts from the excavation give a subtle indication to the roofing that might have covered buildings 
on site, such as the heavy perforated roof slates found in fills F1003 and F1004. There is almost no evidence 
of floor surfaces from the site, except for a single medieval floor tile from F1004, with surviving floors 
presumably having been extensively quarried/recycled. A small number of dressed architectural fragments 
were recovered, which are yet to be analysed. In Cutting 2, the recovery of ridge tiles might suggest how 
the double-aisled structure was roofed. One of tiles found in F2003 has been identified by Joanne Wren as 
a thirteenth to fourteenth century ridge tile, common from the diocese of Ossory. Making reference to a 
kiln ‘waster’ from the same context Joanne noted that all major ecclesiastical sites of the period engaged 
tiles makers, using temporary in situ kilns. The presence of pottery ‘wasters’ from the excavation certainly 
points to onsite pottery and/or tile manufacture, although such features have yet to be confirmed 
archaeologically. The small number of burnt features recorded on site could be related to any number of 
activities, such as cooking, kilns, furnaces etcetera, the latter of which is also suggested by quantities of slag 
found in both cuttings. Other samples, including a reasonable quantity of animal bone (some with butchery 
marks) will also be instructive on dietary intake and animal husbandry practices once a thorough species 
analysis, which is currently ongoing by project zooarchaeologist Fiona Beglane, is completed. The 
reasonably rare chance to collect seeds from cess pit [F1020] will also, in time, provide insight to the 
environment in medieval Ferns.  

Three coins were also recovered from the excavation. In F1002, a copper George III half penny, with clear 
inscriptions visible on both sides, was found. The obverse side displayed the bust of George III facing right, 
encircled by ‘GEORGIUS III D:G·REX’ translated from Latin as George III, King by the Grace of God. The 
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reverse shows the Cláirseach or Gaelic harp. These coins were minted in a variety of metals at the Soho 
Mint, Handsworth, England from circa 1788 to 1850 AD (www.numista.com). The two other coins, one 
from each cutting, have been sent for cleaning and conservation before final identification. Both coins are 
silver, medieval in date, and Long Cross Type. The coin found in F2034 is in a better state of preservation 
and appears to be a thirteenth century Edward II type; this coin is particularly instructive to the excavation 
as it may provide an approximate date for the doubled-aisled structure, as it derives from one of its 
‘foundation cuts’ ([F2049]). The other coin, found in F1003, is in a poorer state of preservation but it is 
hoped that a date may be determined after cleaning and conservation. 

One final item of interest was a possible mason mark found on a stone within F2015 (Figure 1.48). An initial 
examination of mason marks in St Edan’s cathedral, and the medieval structure to its east, have not found 
a comparable mark. However, future specialist opinion, and/or the uncovering of more stones with 
markings, might provide insight on the relationship between the double-aisled structure and other 
medieval structures on site.  

 
Figure 1.48: Possible mason’s marks from in-situ stone in F2015 

Future Direction 

While the preliminary excavation results are extremely exciting and answered most of the initial research 
questions, significant further investigation is necessary in both cuttings in order to understand the 
complexity of the archaeology uncovered. In Cutting 1 several features would benefit from further 
investigation not least the early medieval ditch [F1010], pit [F1020], possible foundation cuts [F1013], and, 
of course, walls F1011 and F1012. Further investigation of the walls in particular, might confirm if they 
indeed preserve the line of a cloister at the site (note: the results of recent GPR geophysical survey of this 
area may also cast further information on the layout of any possible cloister). Further addressing these 
features in Cutting 1 will require extending the cutting on all sides but hopefully will not only answer 
questions regarding the cloister, but also confirm whether an entrance way in the inner early medieval 
enclosure ditch is extant in this area.  

Similarly in Cutting 2, extensions are required to understand the double-aisled structure and resolve further 
questions surrounding the outer enclosure ditch F2009/F2011. Ideally such an extension will encompass 
the entire double-aisled structure; preferably, the intermittent enclosure that encircles the structure 
should also be examined, as it may shed further light on the function of the structure. The methodology 
and research questions for future excavations at the site will be drawn up in due course.   
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Section 2 

 

Post-Excavation (PEX) Report 

 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of Section 2 is to quantify the collection of artefacts, ecofacts, and archival records that have 
been generated during the first season of the St Mary’s excavation. As the excavation is planned to progress 
for another circa 2 years, tabular and easily accessible, Preliminary Excavation Report(s) (PEX) are provided 
(see Tables 2.1 to 2.5). This report outlines the volume of materials together with a brief synopsis of ongoing 
post-excavation, conservation, and specialist works. A narrative summary of the excavations from this 
season has also been given in Section 1. All finds listed in the below tables have been cleaned and labelled 
in accordance with National Museum of Ireland (NMI) standards, while all artefacts and ecofacts are 
currently in secure storage in the offices of IAFS and/or already with conservators.  

It should be noted that post-excavation works are continually undertaken as part of the Discovering St 
Aidan’s Monastery Project, while items are constantly returning from conservation and specialist analyses. 
As such, the below tables list the volume of archaeological materials as of the end of the 2021 dig season 
only and are subject to review and change.  

 

Conservation works 

For archaeological finds that require immediate conservation (that is, those that cannot be subjected to 
longer term storage without adverse effects) Susannah Kelly of University College Dublin (UCD) has been 
retained for conservation works.  

Year Material Description Conservator/Specialist 
Licence 
Number 

2021 

Metal 
 
 
Wood 

 
Coins x 2 (E005108:1003:1; E005108:2032:1) 
 
Copper Artefact ((E005108:2003:257) 
 
Worked wooden ‘paddle’ (E005108:1018:2) 
 

Susannah Kelly 

Permit 
being 
applied 
for 
directly 

2021 Pottery 

Sherds from Leinster Cooking Ware Lamp 
(E005108:1016:22-27; E005108:2002:1)  
 
Sherds from 'Face Man Jug' 
(E005108:2003:131, 137, 156-157, 162, 185, 
220-221, 225-226, 229, 231-233, 235-236, 238-
239, 241-242, 253)  

Susannah Kelly 

Permit 
being 
applied 
for 
directly 

2021 Wood Charcoal for identification Lorna O Donnell 7392 

2021 Wood Charcoal for dating 
Queens University/Stephen 
Hoper 

7462 

Table 2.1: Running total of NMI Licences to Alter/Export 
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An arrangement has also previously been agreed between IAFS and the Conservation Laboratory of Cardiff 
University’s conservation laboratory to conserve larger, more robust collections, including all ferrous items, 
from the excavation. To date Cardiff have conserved artefacts from the IAFS Carrick excavation, also in 
Wexford. However, now that all artefacts are processed and registered, we will engage Cardiff to also 
conserve the St Mary’s Abbey collections and apply for appropriate permits for Alter and Export from the 
NMI in 2022. As stated, any delicate artefacts, or artefacts considered of greater archaeological importance 
(such as coins found in 2021), are forwarded immediately to Susannah Kelly in UCD. A list of permits for 
these items is presented in Table 2.1.  

 

Specialist Work 

In 2021 two cuttings were completed and backfilled (although these will be revisited in 2022). The 
conclusion of our first season of excavations means we now have our first collections to forward for 
specialist analyses. The faunal collection for Cuttings 1 and 2 has already been forwarded Dr Fiona Beglane 
of Sligo Institute of Technology – the project zooarchaeologist. Human remains were examined on-site by 
Site Director, osteoarchaeologist Dr Linda Lynch. The pottery finds for the project are identified on a near 
‘live’ basis by the project’s ceramic specialist, Clare McCutcheon. Clare identified all our ceramics in 
November 2021, and this information has been inputted into our ‘running’ NMI register and presented 
graphically in Figure 1.46 and 1.47. Lithics from the project can now also be forwarded to project lithic 
specialist Dermot Moore subject to permit for export from the NMI. These permits will be sought in 2022. 
Currently the IAFS also engage the services of Dr Brendan O’ Neill, University College Dublin, to review our 
slag collections. Research on the small collection of architectural fragments (which have been fully 
registered) is ongoing by Dr Stephen Mandal to assess their geology and identify potential sources. Much 
smaller, but equally important, collections such as the seed from the ‘cess pit’ have also been fully 
registered and will be incorporated with similar finds and samples from future seasons before also being 
sent to specialists for review, in advance of a full stratigraphic report on the site.  

All other finds are now also tabulated and labelled in accordance with NMI standards in preparation for any 
future specialist analysis. All finds from the excavated cuttings from 2021 (Cuttings 1 to 2) are presented in 
tabular format below.  

 

Dating 

A small sample of three AMS radiocarbon dates (as shown in Table 2.2) were obtained in 2021. The number 
of dates will be limited until archaeological cuttings are wholly complete (that is, with no further extensions 
merited). Until cuttings are fully concluded only a small sample of dates will be sought to aid our 
interpretation from season to season. Further samples will be forwarded for dating, subject to approval 
from the NMI, at the conclusion of each dig season.  

All radiometric dating was undertaken at the Chrono Centre, at Queens University, Belfast. 

Laboratory 
Code  Charcoal ID Sample No. 

δ C13 
(‰) 

Radiocarbon 
Age (BP) 

Calibrated Age (95.4% 
Probability) (cal BC/AD) 

UBA-47030 Corylus/hazel 2050 * 1284 ± 27 AD 662-796 

UBA-47031 Betula/birch 2058 * 1317 ± 25 AD 655-773 

UBA-47033 Corylus/hazel 1029  825 ± 25 AD 1176-1269 

Table 2.2: Radiocarbon dates for St Mary’s Abbey. Calibration was after OxCal 4.1 (Bronk Ramsay 2009) 
using the IntCal09 dataset (Reimer, Baillie et al. 2009) * 

* Please note: The Carbon-13 stable isotope value (δ13C) was measured on prepared graphite using the AMS spectrometer. The 
radiocarbon date has therefore been corrected for isotopic fractionation. However, the AMS-measured δ13C value can differ from 
the δ13C of the original material and it is therefore not shown. 
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Table 2.3: Artefacts, ecofacts, and paper archive generated through the excavation of Cutting 1  
* includes one copper and one silver coin 
** all stone finds were architectural fragments 
  

Archaeological Artefacts Archaeological Ecofacts 

 Count  Count (bags/containers) 

Ceramic 
 

Pottery 128 Soil Floated 

Clay Pipe 1 Animal bone 5 (443g) 

Other 1   

Iron/Metal 

Iron/Metal 
General 

4 Other 

Brick 1 (255g) 

Plaster - 

Metal Slag 6 (2,030g) 

Mortar - 

Shell - 

Stone 1 (73g) 

Botanic 20 (430g) 

Coins* 2   

Iron Nails 22 Total 33 (3,231g) 

Glass/Pottery Waster 5 
Paper Records 

 Count 

Kiln/Furnace “Furniture” - Feature Sheets 27 

Slate (Tiles) 13 Drawings 11 

Stone** 10 Photographs 88 

Flint 1 Disarticulated Human Bone 

Wood 1 
DHB 

3 Worked Animal Bone - 

Total 188  
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Table 2.4: Artefacts, ecofacts, and paper archive generated through the excavation of Cutting 2 
* includes one arrowhead and one possible copper cross/broach 
** includes on architectural fragment and a possible stone ‘stylus’. 
  

Archaeological Artefacts Archaeological Ecofacts 

 Count  Count (bags/containers) 

Ceramic 
 

Pottery 554 Soil Floated 

Clay Pipe 4 Animal bone 31 (7,628g) 

Other -   

Iron/Metal 

Iron/Metal 
General* 

13* Other 

Brick - 

Plaster - 

Metal Slag 11 (2,243g) 

Mortar - 

Shell - 

Stone 1 (284g) 

Botanic 34 (227g) 

Coins 1   

Iron Nails 50 Total 77 (10,098g) 

Glass/Pottery Waster 9 
Paper Records 

 Count 

Kiln/Furnace “Furniture” - Feature Sheets 51 

Slate (Tiles) - Drawings 10 

Stone 20 Photographs 58 

Flint 9   

Wood - 

  Worked Animal Bone - 

Total 660 
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Table 2.5: Artefacts, ecofacts and paper archive generated through items documented ‘ex-situ’ 
* medieval floor tile similar to that found in Cutting 1 
  

Archaeological Artefacts Archaeological Ecofacts 

 Count  Count (bags/containers) 

Ceramic 
 

Pottery 4 Soil - 

Clay Pipe - Animal bone - 

Other* 1   

Iron/Metal 

Iron/Metal 
General 

- Other 

Brick - 

Plaster - 

Metal Slag - 

Mortar - 

Shell - 

Stone - 

Botanic - 

Iron Nails - Total 0 (0g) 

Glass/Pottery Waster 1 
Paper Records 

 Count 

Kiln/Furnace “Furniture” - Feature Sheets - 

Slate (Tiles) - Drawings - 

Stone - Photographs - 

Flint -   

Wood - 

  Worked Animal Bone - 

Total 6 
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Section 3 

 

Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery Project Report 

 

 

Introduction 

Section 3 provides a brief report of the wider Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery Project. The Project is a 
joint initiative of the Irish Archaeology Field School (IAFS) Wexford County Council (WCC), statutory 
organisations, a range of Irish and international academic partners and the local community. The three-
year excavation is also receiving financial support from a new cross-border arts and heritage project linking 
North Pembrokeshire and North Wexford, entitled Rediscovering Ancient Connections – The Saints (Ancient 
Connections).  

The main aim of the project is to run a best-practice archaeological research programme, whilst drawing 
the archaeological site of St Mary’s into Ferns wider heritage story in a creative and sustainable manner, 
thus providing added economic and amenity value to the local community. The partnership between the 
IAFS, Wexford County Council, and the local community is a commitment to bring the site to life and give 
both students that come here and the local community a chance to understand, in a deeper and more 
meaningful way, what happened at St Mary’s across a 1500+ year period.  

All IAFS programs are built with an inclusive, partnership model, with the underlying ethos that for a project 
to be successful, it must be of tangible value to the local community. In the past, ‘inclusion’ on other 
projects has involved community events such as walks, talks, open days, pop-up museums, family days, etc, 
as well as actual participation on an excavation itself. It is hoped that by drawing from the combined 
professional backgrounds and award-winning experience of all partners, this new initiative in Ferns will 
provide an engaging and unique educational, hands-on experience for locals and visitors alike.  

Key to the success of the St Mary’s excavation is the involvement of third level archaeological students, 
who provide the main labour pool. University students from all over the world will be encouraged to St 
Mary’s through a range of university accredited IAFS programmes, focused on history, archaeology, 
anthropology etc., and bring an enthusiasm and love of learning that is infectious, providing a sense of 
discovery and wonder on the site as a result. In the context of Ferns, which already attracts numerous 
heritage tourist, especially to Ferns Castle, the excavations provide a new ‘USP’ to encourage increased 
visitor numbers. They also provide a new, different narrative to Fern’s story, which is focused on its sub-
surface heritage.  

As stated, the initial phase of the project is part of a project entitled Rediscovering Ancient Connections – 
The Saints, a new cross-border arts and heritage project linking North Pembrokeshire and North Wexford. 
The project is intended to revive the ancient links between communities in Pembrokeshire and Wexford. 
The project hopes to motivate both communities to rediscover their shared heritage and trade knowledge, 
experience, and skills. The Rediscovering Ancient Connections – The Saints project is 80% funded by ERDF 
and provides partial funding to this excavation, which will help ensure the successful delivery of all the 
excavation project aims. 
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Community Education and Outreach Events 

The IAFS, together with the Ferns heritage groups, aim to deliver a wide-ranging programme of heritage 
events each year, that are posted on our website (www.iafs.ie), throughout social media and on a range of 
other channels. In 2021 our programme was greatly curtailed, in terms of duration and scope, by the impact 
of Covid-19, but we still managed to deliver a reduced programme of events, including a community 
excavation and range of site tours. For ease of description the project’s outreach events are divided below 
into categories, namely those that occur on site, off-site, as well as dissemination to the academic 
community nationally and internationally; presenting our community outreach in this manner also allows 
for a consistency between our community reports year on year.  

 

Site Events 

Each year a core component of the field school is dealing with visitors to Ferns, communicating the sites 
story (and that of sub-surface Ferns at large) and explaining the process of archaeology. The site, when 
active, is open to the public from 9am – 4.30pm five days a week. All IAFS students are provided with 
training on how to interact with the public as part of their programmes, and actively taught that the 
communication of archaeology is a vital element of the discipline. This teaching ethos follows much 
contemporary thinking in archaeology that its relevance is contingent on public engagement, where 
circumstances allow (see for example Berliner and Nassaney 2015; Wernecke and Williams 2017).  

 
Figure 3.1: International visitors to the site listening to one of our students discuss his findings 

Typically, our projects also feature a range of one-off events to encourage engagement with project. In 
2021 this was unfortunately not possible due to health and safety concerns surrounding the impact of 
Covid-19. 

 

Community excavation 

The undoubted highlight of the 2021 public archaeology events was a two weeklong community excavation 
from August 9th to 23rd, when a community dig was run at St Mary’s. The first week of this excavation was 
run in tandem with the third level educational programmes at the site, with the second week (which was 

http://www.iafs.ie/
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timetabled to include weekends) running solely for community members. Throughout the two weeks the 
community excavation was fully booked and attended, amounting to in excess of 600 volunteer hours.  

As part of the Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery project, volunteers worked with IAFS staff onsite to 
excavate multiple archaeological cuttings pertaining to twelfth to fourteenth century structures and 
features, while also assisting in other aspects of the excavation such as planning, recording, sieving and 
metal detecting. The excavations as St Mary’s were also immediately followed, and partly overlapped, with 
a second community excavation at Clone, which was also supported by Ancient Connections and forms part 
of the wider Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery project (see below). Both community projects were well 
covered in local press and were received extremely positively locally.  

 
Figure 3.2: Community volunteers at work on the sieving station 

 
Figure 3.3: Community volunteers with IAFS students on their last day together at St Mary’s 
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Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery Online 

The continued postponement of several of our field activities necessitated a creative approach in 
establishing the Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery. This necessitated moving much of the project ‘online’, 
especially in 2020, before fieldwork could recommence. In addition to holding online courses and lectures 
two main initiatives were commenced: 

• The IAFS, with support from Ancient Connections, engaged production company Cránnog Media, to 
prepare a three-part short video series on the wider project in Ferns. The short videos are available for 
viewing on our YouTube Channel, together with all our other project videos, see 
https://www.youtube.com/c/IrishArchaeologyFieldSchool, and feature an introduction to medieval 
Ferns a summary of initial community excavations at Clone and a summary of the archaeological 
investigations at St Mary’s.  

• A five part blog series was also written and hosted on our website, covering similar topics to the videos 
(such as geophysics and other research in Clone) but also covering other research supported in the 
town, including a programme of 3D scanning undertaken with the University of Colorado, Denver (see 
www.iafs.ie for more details). 

Student and Community Research 

The IAFS have a track record of promoting student research and despite fieldwork being curtailed 2021 was 
no exception. Throughout 2021, we:  

• Acted as external supervisor for a post-graduate study on the socio-economic impacts of the Anglo-
Norman invasion 

• Supported an honours thesis on the importance of Anglo-Norman deerparks as social statements 

• Supported a program of PhD research on archaeological replicas 

• Supported several student applications to post-graduate studies, with several choosing to study in 
Ireland 

• Supported past students in publications and/or conference papers 

While many of these papers are associated with more established research projects, such as that in 
Ferrycarrig, Wexford, as the body of research and alumni numbers grow at Ferns similar research will 
undoubtedly focus on St Mary’s and the wider environs of Ferns.  

 

National and International Dissemination 

Despite the first two years of the project being massively curtailed by Covid-19, we still hope to generate a 
high profile nationally and internationally through an on-going programme of dissemination, which in 2020 
was mainly focused on online initiatives as outlined above. 

Unfortunately, live lectures and seminars on the project were not possible this year but the project was still 
presented at a range of online courses throughout the year, including in a series of ‘Know Your Locality 
Courses’, commissioned by county councils in Wexford, Laois, Offlay, Roscommon, Kildare, Dublin etcetera. 
Several lectures were also given to international audiences, such as for Ancient Connections (predominantly 
to Ireland and Wales) as well as California State University, Sacramento State University and Teen Friends 
of Archaeology (UCLA).  

 

Press and Recognition 

Despite having to curtail public archaeology events due to Covid-19, the project typically was still well 
covered in the press and this year featured in local newspapers (such as the Wexford People, Guardian and 
New Ross People) and local radio (South-East radio - on at least four occasions) as well as, less frequently, 

https://www.youtube.com/c/IrishArchaeologyFieldSchool
http://www.iafs.ie/
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on national media platforms. Previous initiatives of the wider Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery, such as the 
community excavations at Clone in 2019 (see below), have also featured regularly in regional press.  

As stated, of equal impact has been our continued commitment to document the project through a series 
of professionally produced Vlogs and video diaries. The reach of IAFS videos is growing, with several 
exceeding 12,000 views for more established projects. Their use in educating the general public on the site 
and archaeology at St Mary’s will be invaluable in future seasons and has far exceeded expectations on 
other projects.  

 

Publications 

The main excavation, as stated, could not start until July 2021 after significant delays brought about by 
Covid-19. However previous fieldwork that is part of the wider Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery, namely 
the community excavations at Clone in 2019 has already been published (Shine and Lacey et al. 2020). Of 
greater significance the main excavations at St Mary’s, at only one year old, will reach a milestone in 2022 
through the publication of Discovering Medieval Ferns, Co. Wexford with Four Courts Press. This highly 
illustrated volume, funded by Ancient Connections, aims to shine a new light on the remarkable history and 
archaeology of medieval Ferns, highlighting the intriguing discoveries of recent excavations and research 
programmes. Edited by Drs Stephen Mandal, Michael Potterton and Denis Shine, an interdisciplinary team 
of twenty+ scholars have come together to present the results of this new research in the context of the 
existing knowledge of medieval Ferns, building on and re-evaluating that baseline understanding. The result 
of the volume is most complete picture of medieval Ferns to date to date, comprising 17 chapters of the 
origins and evolution of medieval Ferns, along with some directions and priorities for future research. 

Crucially this volume will feature not only the excavations undertaken at St Mary’s, but also research 
supported by the IAFS as part of their wider Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery project, with no less than 
four chapters accepted for publication, including on the expanded excavations at Clone, 3D scanning in 
Ferns town and the recent programme of geophysical surveys throughout the town (see below). 

 

Cultural Heritage Tourism 

As stated, Ferns (and particularly Ferns Castle) regularly attracts tourists with an interest in medieval 
Heritage. A core component of the field school at St Mary’s is dealing with visitors to Ferns, communicating 
the sites story (and that of sub-surface Ferns at large) and explaining the process of archaeology. As stated, 
this year the IAFS got to provide public tours of the site for only one month. We hope in future years, 
starting in 2022, that the excavation season will both be extended and that higher visitor numbers will 
return to Ferns generally as the travel restrictions associated with Covid-19 are corrected. Such a correction 
will also allow us to resume welcoming international groups to the site and town, as international travel 
restrictions severely restricted our capacity to bring international groups to the site in 2021. However, in 
September we at least managed to bring one group to Ferns when we again welcomed the Archaeological 
Institute of America (the world’s largest archaeological society) on a private tour of the site. 

 

Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery Wider Project 

As stated previously the excavations at St Mary’s are the cornerstone of a wider archaeological research 
project entitled Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery. While the St Mary’s excavations are undoubtedly the 
most important, and largest, component of this project it does involve secondary smaller research projects 
focused on medieval Ferns, including another excavation of a nearby monastery at Clone, which is also 
attributed to St Aidan. While Covid-19 severely delayed the start of the St Mary’s excavation 
(predominantly due to the restrictions on international students travelling to Ireland) we were still able to 
undertake some other programmes of archaeological research and to date have supported two excavation 
seasons at Clone, a programme of LiDAR scanning within the town and a large programme of geophysical 
surveys within the town.  
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Clone Excavations 

The Clone excavations were undertaken in 2019 and 2021, under a separate archaeological licence 
(19E0766 and 19E0766 ext) and have already been fully reported (Shine and Lacey 2020, 2021), with season 
one of the excavations also already having been published (Shine, Lacey et al. 2020). As the Clone 
excavations are supported by Ancient Connections and linked to our research on the wider medieval 
landscape of Ferns they still merit very brief summary here.  

The excavations at Clone took place over two seasons, 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 Ancient Connections/Wexford County Council and the private resources of the 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 – 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 
exposed, in addition to two further ‘ditch’ features, as well as a single furrow.  

• 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.  
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Figure 3.4: Community volunteers with IAFS staff on their last day together at Clone 

 

 

Figure 3.5: Community volunteers and IAFS staff in Cutting 3 at Clone recording the outer monastic bivallette 
enclosure, with the inner ditch I the foreground and outer ditch in the background 

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 ‘lesser’ features, such as furrows, postholes, hearth 
pits etcetera. The monastery is delimited by an outer bivallate enclosure and inner enclosure, which is also 
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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 twelfth to fourteenth 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 seventh to ninth centuries AD. An intriguing Neolithic date of 
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 Clone’s 
archaeology, they have confirmed the existence of three enclosing elements at the site, thus fulfilling the 
project’s research aims; these enclosures survived across the early to later medieval periods and measured 
200m, 130m and >45m respectively from outer to inner circuit.  

The project was also an exceptional success in adding to the community/volunteer opportunities of the 
wider Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery. Both digs were run as community excavations with a week-long 
excavation from December 9th - 14th and a circa two-week excavation from August 17th – 27th. Both 
community excavations were fully booked and attended, amounting to 314 volunteer hours in 2019; and 
an additional 650 hours in summer 2021. These figures do not include the steady flow of visitors, 
particularly in 2019, which came to observe the excavation and learn a little about archaeology and/or 
Clone itself. In 2019, pre Covid-19, it was much easier to facilitate organised group visits to the excavation, 
with the dig also being visited by no-less than five local schools.  
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Figure 3.6: Geophysical survey (from IGAS) showing multiple seasons of surveys at Clone. 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). 

 

Geophysical Surveys in 2021 

As stated in Section 1 the IAFS also coordinated a programme of magnetic gradiometry survey in the 
immediate environs of Ferns village, in November 2021, assessing six areas in the town totalling 10 hectares 
(21R0297). The surveys were undertaken by Dr Ger Dowling (and funded by UoCD) and built on his previous 
geophysical survey at Ferns in 2015, identifying an impressive array of sub-surface features. Of particular 
interest amongst these features is the identification of probable segments of the inner and outer boundary 
ditches of the early monastery, especially toward their northern extent. A summary of the survey results 
has already been given above, while the surveys are now also fully report (Dowling 2021). As such only a 
brief mention is merited here. 

Collectively the 2021 surveys, with those also conducted in 2015, provides a significant ‘sub-surface map’ 
of possible archaeological activity around both St Mary’s and in the town at large. The most noteworthy of 
the features are two closely set, curving ditches recorded in survey Area 6 (see also Section 1). These are 
in the same location as those found by John Kavanagh, and if confirmed as the northern limits of the 
monastic enclosure indicate an impressive scale, 350m in overall diameter from northwest to southeast. 
Several other anomalies identified in Areas 5 and 6 also point to medieval, post-medieval and possibly 
prehistoric occupation and agriculture, as may a curving ditch recording in Area 4. Unfortunately, modern 

http://www.archaeology.ie/
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disturbance/interference impacted greatly on the survey results from Areas 1–3, although a subtle linear 
in Area 2 may represent a continuation of the early medieval ditch found in Castleland (Mcloughlin and 
Stafford 2020). Alternative methods of geophysical prospection (e.g. earth resistance) in these areas might 
provide better results. 

 

LiDAR scanning 

Our first fieldwork was undertaken in Ferns in 2019 when we partnered with Prof. Michael, ‘Bodhi’ Rodgers 
of UoCD to conduct 3D scanning at Ferns Castle, Mary’s Abbey and their environs. The scanning in Ferns is 
one of several 3D scanning projects we have completed and published with Bodhi and his team throughout 
Ireland (O’ Sullivan, Rogers et al. 2018; Rogers, Bouricius et al. 2018, 2019); these publications discss the 
method, merits and applications of 3D scanning (also referred to as ground-based LIDAR or digital 
preservation), which are only reitereted here extremely briefly.  

Completing the scanning was considered important as it not only records every detail down to the 
centimeter and millimeter level but it also allows us to look at abbey (or castle) from different perspectives, 
including digitally reconstrucing and deconstructing both the modern and relict landscapes. This application 
can prove particularly useful at sites like Mary’s Abbey, which have been significantly altered and partly 
demolished through time. While the scans of the town were completed in June 2019, the processing of the 
scans is continuing completed in advance of their use in 3D modelling (specifically for web-display), which 
ultimately might be applied to augmented reality experiences to help tell the story of medieval Ferns. From 
an archaeological perspective it was also considered important to take a sub-centimetre scan of St Mary’s 
in advance of the excavations to accurately capture the site and surrounding landscape as it existed in 
advance of commencing the archaeological digs.  

 
Figure 3.7: LiDAR scanning at Ferns Castle in 2019 
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Appendix 1 - Recorded Archaeological Sites and Monuments 
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Recorded Archaeological Monuments located within circa 500m of the site are listed below (source 
Record of Monuments and Places for County Wexford, www.archaeology.ie).  
 
RMP No.: WX015-003---- 

Class: Historic town 

Townland: CASTLELAND (Scarawalsh By.),COOLBAUN,FERNS,FERNS DEMESNE,FERNS LOWER,FERNS UPPER 

Description: St. Aedan or Moedoc (Mogue) probably founded a monastery at Ferns before his death in 624 on land 

granted to him by Brandubh, whom he had aided in battle (Shearman 1874-5, 525-9). The name - Fearna 

- means the place of the alder trees, and the importance of the monastery is illustrated by the fact that it 

was raided by the Vikings on a number of occasions, beginning in 835 AD. It was selected as one of the 

five diocesan centres in Leinster at the synod of Rathbreasail in 1111 AD, and it has continued in this role 

down to the present. Its ecclesiastical importance was enhanced by the founding of an Augustinian abbey 

by Diarmuid Mc Morrough in 1160. In the 12th century Ferns was also becoming the political centre of 

the Uí Cinsealaigh, who were almost the perpetual kings of Leinster since the time of Diarmait macMael 

na mBó (died 1072). In 1166 the Uí Chinnselaig had a castle at Ferns, which was probably an earthen ring-

work on the site of the later castle. 

 The Marshalls, who became the heirs to Strongbow's Leinster through the marriage of William Marshall 

the elder with Strongbow's daughter, Isabella, built the castle before 1232, in part to identify themselves 

with the old regime of MacMurchada. The building of the Cathedral in the 13th century, probably by John 

St. John, the first Anglo-Norman bishop, made Ferns the centre of a large diocese and the caput of a large 

episcopal manor. Between the cathedral and the castle Ferns could have had about 200 burgers and been 

a substantial settlement, although it never had the status of a town and was not walled. It would probably 

have been situated between the castle on the local high ground and the church on lower ground circa 

400m to the E. 

 Despite such an auspicious beginning the settlement declined rapidly in the 14th century through 

encroachment by the Kavanaghs. The castle was captured by the Irish during the Bruce wars (1315-17) 

and again in 1331 and in 1357-8. From 1360 the Kavanaghs occupied the castle on a continuous basis and 

records almost cease until they surrendered it to royal authority in 1543. In 1575 Fiach Mac Hugh O'Byrne 

burned the cathedral, although he rebuilt it, perhaps in its present form, in 1577. In 1583 the castle and 

manor were granted to Sir Thomas Masterson, but he was unable to revive the settlement which was 

described as an ancient ruined town in 1598. (Hore 1900-11, vol. 6; Bradley and King 1990, 47-50) 

 The monuments include the castle (WX015-003001-) on the site a possible ringwork castle (WX015-

003007-), the site of St Máedóg's monastery (WX015-003002-) represented by the high crosses, the 

Augustinian monastery (WX015-003004-), the Cathedral (WX015-003003-), St Peter's church (WX015-

003005-) and St. Máedóg's Well (WX015-003006-). A number of excavations within the village have 

produced evidence of medieval and earlier occupation, including evidence of the ecclesiastical enclosure 

(WX015-003031-) that surrounded St. Máedóg’s monastery. (Harbison 1975, 246-8) 

 The above description is derived from the published 'Archaeological Inventory of County Wexford' 

(Dublin: Stationery Office, 1996). In certain instances the entries have been revised and updated in the 

light of recent research. 

Compiled by: Michael Moore 

Date of upload: 30 April, 2012 

Amended: 18 November 2020 

References: 1. Bradley, J. and King, H. 1990 Urban archaeological survey - county Wexford. Unpublished report 

commissioned by the Office of Public Works, Dublin. 

 2. Harbison, P. 1970 Guide to the national monuments in the Republic of Ireland. Dublin. Gill and 

Macmillan. 

 3. Hore, P. H. 1910 Ferns, Co. Wexford. Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland, vol. 40, 297-

315. 

 4. Shearman, Rev. J.F. 1874-5 Loca Patriciana – Part IX. Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of 

Ireland 13, 487-529. 

 

RMP No.: WX015-003002- 

Class: Church 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: Located on a gentle E and NE-facing slope c. 150m from a small NW-SE stream. St. Aedan or Máedóg 

(Culleton 1999, 102-07, 135-6) or Maodhóg (Ó Rian 2011, 432-6), also known as Aidan, is the founder of a 

http://www.archaeology.ie/
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monastery at Ferns before his death in 624 on land granted by Brandubh, whom he had aided in battle 

(Shearman 1874-5, 525-9). The name ‘Fearna’ means the place of the alder trees, and the importance of 

the monastery is illustrated by the fact that it was raided by the Vikings on a number of occasions, 

beginning in 835 AD. Ferns was selected as one of the five diocesan centres (WX015-003003-) in Leinster 

at the synod of Rathbreasail in 1111 AD, and it continues in this role to the present. 

 The only evidence of the early monastery is in the four high crosses in the large graveyard. The crosses 

are fairly plain, but S of the cathedral the base (dims 1.4m x 1.15m) of a cross is supporting the bottom of 

a granite shaft (dims 0.57m x 0.34m; H 0.95m) decorated in fret-patterns. The heads of two other granite 

crosses were incorporated in the NW graveyard wall and another was in the graveyard (Anon. 1909-10). 

These are now re-erected W, NW and N of the Cathedral, although the bases might always have been in 

their present positions. They consist of the bases and heads of plain ringed crosses with mouldings on the 

edges. The head of the W cross (Wth 1.25m; H 1.2m; T0.32m) has no mounding on the E face. The NW 

cross (Wth 1.21m; H 1.1m; T 0.35m) is beside the graveyard wall, and the N cross (Wth 1.53m; H 1.4m; T 

0.23m) is narrower than the others. A fifth granite cross, which might be a small high cross (H 1.1m; Wth 

0.44m; T 0.3m) with an unpierced ringed head, and a granite cross-slab (dims. 1.1m x 0.44m; T 0.33m), 

are in the chapter house at the E end of the cathedral. (Harbison 1992, vol. 1, 89) 

 An ecclesiastical enclosure (int. diam. c. 200m) suggested by the curved line of the N11 Gorey road on the 

NW edge of the graveyard and the road to the Harrow on its SW perimeter could have surrounded the 

early monastery. A magnetic gradiometry survey (15R042) recorded two parallel ditch features c. 45-60m 

apart E and S of the graveyard and centred on it (Dowling 2015, 8-9). The inner ditch (Wth c. 2m) is 

overlain by the remains of St Mary’s Augustinian abbey (WX015-003004-) while the outer feature (Wth c. 

2-4m) is entangled with, and probably pre-dating an enclosure (int. diam. c. 65m NW-SE; c. 50m NE-SW) 

defined by interrupted sections of a fosse (Wth c. 3-4m) just SE of the abbey. This enclosure could have 

an entrance at SW leading to the open SW end of a double-aisled masonry structure (max. dims c. 12m 

NW-SE; c. 10m NE-SW) with a NE-SW diving wall (ibid. 9). 

 Also recorded were ditch features of at least two isolated enclosures (dims c. 30m x c. 20m) that may 

have been animal pounds associated with the monastery, while other linear ditch features probably 

represent a post-medieval field system of rectangular fields. A NW-SE roadway (Wth c. 7m; L 100m plus) 

defined by parallel ditches running outside the NE edge of the graveyard might be associated with these 

(ibid. 9-10). This field system is extended to the area NE of the stream by ditch features recorded by a 

drone-mounted camera operated by Dinny Kinsella and Barry Lacey in July 2018, so the field system 

covers a known area of about 8 ha (c. 20 acres), and more than one period of field formation is probably 

represented. 

 The above description is derived from the published 'Archaeological Inventory of County Wexford' 

(Dublin: Stationery Office, 1996). In certain instances the entries have been revised and updated in the 

light of recent research. 

Compiled by: Michael Moore 

Date of revision: 22 February, 2019 

References: 1. Anon. 1909-10 78th annual report of the Office of Public Works. Unpublished report. 

 2. Culleton, E. 1999 Celtic and Early Christian Wexford. Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1999. 

 3. Harbison, P. 1992 The high crosses of Ireland: an iconographical and photographic survey, 3 vols. 

Dublin. Royal Irish Academy. Bonn. Dr. Rudolf Habelt GMBH. 

 4. Ó Riain, P. 2011 A dictionary of Irish Saints. Dublin. Four Courts Press. 

 5. Shearman, Rev. J.F. 1874-5 Loca Patriciana – Part IX. Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of 

Ireland 13, 487-529. 

 6. Dowling, G. 2015 Geophysical investigations at Ferns, Co. Wexford. Licence No. 15R042. Unpublished 

report, The Discovery Programme 

 

RMP No.: WX015-003003- 

Class: Cathedral 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: Situated towards the bottom of an E-facing slope. Ferns was established as a diocese at the Synod of 

Rathbreasail in 1111 AD, and it continues in this role down to the present. The cathedral church of Ferns 

was built on the site of St Mogue's church (WX015-003002-) in the 13th century, probably by John St. 

John, the first Anglo-Norman bishop of the diocese (1223-1253). Burnt by Fiach Mac Hugh O'Byrne in 

1575, it was restored by him in 1577, possibly in its present form. The diocesan centre may have been 

moved to St. Mary's, New Ross for a period after this. The church was re-vamped in 1817 when the 
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present tower and the chapter house to the W were built (McFall 1954, 10). Within the present cathedral 

is the effigy of a bishop, who might be John St. John (Hunt 1974, vol. 1, 237–8), or Adam de Northampton 

who died in 1346 (Hore 1910, 300). 

 The surviving architecture is difficult to interpret, but the original cathedral may have been of a great size. 

Hore (1900-11, vol. 6, 165-6) thought the present church was built on the W end of the centre aisle of the 

nave, and that the structure E of the present church was the original chancel (total L circa 60m). O'Byrne 

rebuilt the original E windows in the foreshortened cathedral. Clapham (1952, 36-9), followed by Leask 

(1955, vol. 2, 99-101) and McFall (1954, 10-13), thinks the present church is built on the chancel of the 

cathedral. In this view the medieval church was cruciform in plan with an aisled nave and an aisled 

chancel. Only sections of four piers from the chancel, a double piscina and parts of the E wall of the 

chancel survive with a double barrel-vault undercroft beneath the chancel. The central E window, which 

is five small lancets increasing in height towards the centre is not original, although the two flanking 

lancets and oval lights above them are illustrated in an Austin Cooper drawing of 1786 (ibid. 13). This 

drawing shows the old tower occupying the W end of the present church with the ruins of a S transept 

extending into the graveyard. In this case the original nave might extend W for an unknown length under 

the roadway. 

 Only the central and E parts of the present cathedral with the attached columns from the aisles of the 

chancel displayed internally is original. The base of what was a crossing tower is incorporated into its W 

end, the chamfered angles of which are visible externally. The chancel of the present cathedral with the 

double barrel-vaulted crypt underneath is largely original, apart from the five central lancet windows. The 

structure E of the present chancel (int. dims. 12m plus E-W; 7.05m N-S) is aligned on the present church 

and was probably the original chapter house. It has evidence of seven lancet windows in the N wall and 6 

in the S wall, but its floor level would be over 1m lower than that of the Cathedral. (Hore 1910–11, vol. 6, 

168–9; McFall 1954; Harbison 1975, 247; Bradley and King 1990, 53-7) 

 The above description is derived from the published 'Archaeological Inventory of County Wexford' 

(Dublin: Stationery Office, 1996). In certain instances the entries have been revised and updated 

in the light of recent research. 

Compiled by: Michael Moore 

Date of upload: 30 April, 2012 

References: 1. Bradley, J. and King, H. 1990 Urban archaeological survey - county Wexford. Unpublished report 

commissioned by the Office of Public Works, Dublin. 

 2. Clapham, A. 1952 Some minor Irish Cathedrals. In Memorial Volume to Sir Alfred Clapham, supplement 

to the Archaeological Journal vol. 106, 16-39. 

 3. Harbison, P. 1975 (2nd. ed. 1992 reprint) Guide to the national monuments in the Republic of Ireland. 

Gill and Macmillan, Dublin. 

 4. Hore, P.H. 1900-1911 (Reprint 1979) History of the town and county of Wexford, 6 vols. Dublin. 

Published by arrangement with W.A. Hennessy Esq. 

 5. Hore, P. H. 1910 Ferns, Co. Wexford. Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland, vol. 40, 297-

315. 

 6. Hunt, J. 1974 Irish medieval figure sculpture 1200-1600, 2 vols. Dublin. Irish University Press. 

 7. Leask, H.G. 1960 (Reprint 1967 and 1990) Irish churches and monastic buildings, vol. II. Gothic 

architecture to A.D. 1400. Dundalk. Dundalgan Press. 

 8. McFall, Rev. T.H.C. 1954 An account of the history of Ferns Cathedral Church. Privately published, 

Dublin. 

 

RMP No.: WX015-003004- 

Class: Religious house - Augustinian canons 

Townland: FERNS DEMESNE 

Description: Situated towards the bottom of an E-facing slope, and c. 50m S of the chapter house of Ferns cathedral 

(WX015-003003-). Dermot Mc Murrough founded St Mary's Abbey for Augustinian canons c. 1158-62, 

although it may have been earlier (O’Keeffe 1997, 63). It was burned in 1159 or 1166, but Dermot rebuilt 

it and he was buried there in 1171. The abbey was plundered and burnt again by Irish forces during the 

Bruce wars (c. 1317). The position of abbot was hotly disputed in the mid-15th century. William Doyle 

was the last abbot at its suppression in 1538 when it was described as a church and belfry, dormitory, 

chapter-house, hall and other buildings with c. 600 acres and other interests. In 1583 it was granted to 

Thomas Masterson. (Gwynne and Hadcock, 1970, 175-6) 
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 The N wall of the nave (ext. dims 16.4m E-W; c. 9m N-S) and chancel (ext. dims 6.35m E-W; 6.67m N-S) 

survive to the full height (c. 5m) with the foundations of the other walls. A round tower with a square 

base (Barrow 1979, 196) is attached to the W wall of the nave. It is entered from the nave and a newel 

stairs rises to a doorway overhead probably leading to a gallery. Above the roof level the tower is round 

and divided into two levels, the upper with four square lights (Anon. 1864-8, 132). A sacristy with a room 

overhead beneath an E-W barrel-vault is attached to the N of the chancel. There is ribbed vaulting in the 

chancel and round-headed recesses in the chancel and the sacristy. The original entrance was probably at 

the W where the base of a column with two orders is visible at the angle of the nave and tower. Two 

crude cross-bases are now within the nave. There is no evidence of an enclosure or burial but evidence of 

the cloister garth (dims c. 21.6m E–W; c. 19.75m N–S) was uncovered in the 19th century attached to the 

S (Anon. 1909–10, 4–5). 

 A geophysical survey (15R052) comprising magnetic gradiometry and limited electrical resistance in an 

area of about 4 ha (c. 10 acres) around the remains produced evidence of the cloister and a field system 

(ME015-003034-) (Dowling 2015, 10). The abbey is built over the inner of two ditches recorded in the 

survey that form an ecclesiastical enclosure (wx015-003031-) around the early monastery (WX015-

003002-) (ibid. 9). Just SE of the abbey the same survey recorded evidence of an enclosure (WX015-

003032-) around a masonry structure (WX015-003033-). 

 This is a National Monument in state ownership: No. 133. 

 The above description is derived from the published 'Archaeological Inventory of County Wexford' 

(Dublin: Stationery Office, 1996). In certain instances the entries have been revised and updated in the 

light of recent research. 

Compiled by: Michael Moore 

Date of revision: 22 February, 2019 

References: 1. Anon. 1864-8 Proceedings and papers. Journal of the Royal Society of Antquaries of Ireland, vol. 8, 109-
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 3. Ffrench, Rev. J. F. M. 1895 Excursions in County Wexford. Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of 

Ireland, vol. 25, 403-11. 

 4. Gwynn, A. and Hadcock, R.N. 1970 (Reprint 1988) Medieval religious houses of Ireland. Dublin. Irish 

Academic Press. 
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Gill and Macmillan, Dublin. 

 6. Leask, H.G. 1955 (Reprint 1977 and 1987) Irish churches and monastic buildings, vol. I. The first phases 

of the Romanesque. Dundalk. Dundalgan Press. 

 7. Lennox Barrow, G. 1979 The round towers of Ireland: a study and gazetteer. Dublin. The Academy 

Press. 

 8. O'Keeffe, T. 1997 Diarmait Mac Murchada and Romanesque Leinster. Journal of the Royal Society of 

Antiquaries of Ireland, vol. 127, 52-79. 

 9. Dowling, G. 2015 Geophysical investigations at Ferns, Co. Wexford. Licence No. 15R042. Unpublished 

report, The Discovery Programme 

 

RMP No.: WX015-003005- 

Class: Church 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: St Peter's church might be the parish church of Ferns and it is at the N edge of a small D-shaped 

graveyard (dims. c. 30m E-W; c. 25m N-S) defined by masonry walls. It is situated on a slight bluff 

overlooking a NW-SE stream c. 100m to the SW with the Cathedral (WX015-003002-) c. 250m to the SW. 

This is a nave (int. dims. 10.8m E-W; 7.15m N-S) and chancel (int. dims. 6.1m E-W; 5.6m N-S) church that 

is complete except for the W wall and portions of other walls of the nave. Investigations at the time of its 

conservation uncovered the original W wall showing that the nave was longer (int. dim. c. 14.6m) (Anon. 

1910-1, 5-6). The church has a plain rounded chancel arch (Wth 5m) and two lancet windows at the E end 

of the chancel. There are small niches in the N, E and S chancel walls. A lancet window in the S wall of 

chancel has a round-headed embrasure in a green stone decorated with chevrons, probably taken from 

Clone church (WX015-023001-) c. 2.7km to the SSW. (Harbison 1975, 247) 

 This is a National Monument in state ownership: No. 133. 
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 The above description is derived from the published 'Archaeological Inventory of County Wexford' 

(Dublin: Stationery Office, 1996). In certain instances the entries have been revised and updated 

in the light of recent research. 

Compiled by: Michael Moore 

Date of upload: 30 April, 2012 

References: Anon. 1909-10 78th annual report of the Office of Public Works. Unpublished report. 

 Harbison, P. 1975 (2nd. ed. 1992 reprint) Guide to the national monuments in the Republic of Ireland. Gill 

and Macmillan, Dublin. 

 

RMP No.: WX015-003006- 

Class: Ritual site - holy well 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: Located at the bottom of a NE-facing slope and c. 30m from the W bank of a NW-SE stream. It is 

described as St Mogue's Well on the 1840 and 1924 eds of the OS 6-inch map, and is now located under 

the Ferns to Gorey road (N11). It was enclosed in 1847 when a stone head from Clone church (WX015-

023001-) was incorporated into the masonry superstructure (O'Broin 1983-4, 33-4). It is now inaccessible, 

but steps lead down from the road to a lintelled passage (L 1.05m; Wth 0.62m; H 1.2m) that leads to a 

higher barrel-vaulted passage (L 1.65m; Wth 1.05m) with the well, a circular, stone-lined pool (diam. circa 

0.65m) at the end. A channel from the well now leads to an open well c. 25m to the NE. 
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RMP No.: WX015-003008- 

Class: Graveyard 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: St. Aedan or Moedoc (Mogue), is probably the founder of a monastery at Ferns before his death in 624 

on land granted by Brandubh, whom he had aided in battle (Shearman 1874-5, 525-9). The only evidence 

of the early monastery is in the four high crosses in the large, wedge-shaped graveyard (dims c. 110m N-

S; c. 60-100m E-W) defined by masonry walls, and the curved boundaries in its vicinity. A fragment of a 

graveslab was identified in the graveyard in 2013. An ecclesiastical enclosure could have had a diam. of c. 

200m with the curved line of the N11 Gorey road on its NW edge and the road to the Harrow on its SW 

edge. 

Compiled by: Michael Moore 

Date of upload: 18 June, 2013 
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RMP No.: WX015-003009- 

Class: Cross - High cross 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: The heads of two granite crosses were incorporated in the NW graveyard wall and another was in the 

graveyard (Anon. 1909-10). They are now re-erected W, NW and N of the Cathedral, although the bases 

might always have been in their present positions. They consist of the bases and heads of plain ringed 

crosses with mouldings on the edges. The head of the W cross (Wth 1.25m; H 1.2m; T 0.32m) has no 

mouding on the E face and is situated W of the Cathedral chapter-house. (Harbison 1992, vol. 1, 89) 
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RMP No.: WX015-003010- 

Class: Cross - High cross 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: The heads of two granite crosses were incorporated in the NW graveyard wall and another was in the 

graveyard (Anon. 1909-10). They are now re-erected W, NW and N of the Cathedral, although the bases 
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might always have been in their present positions. They consist of the bases and heads of plain ringed 

crosses with mouldings on the edges. The head of the NW cross (Wth 1.21m; H 1.1m; T 0.35m) is inside 

the graveyard wall N of the Cathedral chapter house. (Harbison 1992, vol. 1, 89) 
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RMP No.: WX015-003011- 

Class: Cross - High cross 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: The heads of two granite crosses were incorporated in the NW graveyard wall and another was in the 

graveyard (Anon. 1909-10). They are now re-erected W, NW and N of the Cathedral, although the bases 

might always have been in their present positions. They consist of the bases and heads of plain ringed 

crosses with mouldings on the edges. The head of the N cross (Wth 1.53m; H 1.4m; T 0.23m) is narrower 

than the others. (Harbison 1992, vol. 1, 89) 
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RMP No.: WX015-003012- 

Class: Cross - High cross 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: A granite cross, which might be a small high cross (H 1.1m; Wth 0.44m; T 0.3m) with an unpierced ringed 

head and a small mortice on top, is in the chapter house at the E end of the cathedral (WX015-003003-) 

at Ferns. (Harbison 1992, vol. 1, 89) 
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RMP No.: WX015-003013- 

Class: Cross - High cross 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: In the graveyard (WX015-003008-) and S of the cathedral (WX015-003003-) is the base (dims. 1.4m x 

1.15m) of a cross supporting the bottom of a shaft (dims. 0.57m x 0.34m; H 0.95m) decorated in fret-

pattern. (Anon. 1909-10, 6-7; Harbison 1992, vol. 1, 89) 
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RMP No.: WX015-003014- 

Class: Cross-slab 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: A granite slab (dims. 1.1m x 0.44m; T 0.33m), now set up in the chapter house at the E end of the 

cathedral (WX015-003003-) has a moulding around the edge and a raised ringed cross in the centre. 
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RMP No.: WX015-003015- 

Class: Tomb - effigial 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 
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Description: Within the present St Edan's cathedral (WX015-003003-) is the effigy of a bishop (Hunt 1974, vol. 1, 237–

8), who might be Bishop John St. John (1224-1253) (McFall 1954, 7-9) or Adam de Northampton who died 

in 1346 (Ffrench 1904-06; Hore 1910, 300). 
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RMP No.: WX015-003017- 

Class: Cross 

Townland: FERNS DEMESNE 

Description: The remnants of a crude cross-base in granite with a rectangular socket are now lying in the nave of the 

Augustinian churdh (WX015-003004-). 
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RMP No.: WX015-003018- 

Class: Cross 

Townland: FERNS DEMESNE 

Description: The remnants of a crude cross-base in granite with a circular socket are now lying in the chancel of the 

Augustinian church (WX015-003004-). It might be a fragment of an unfinished millwheel. 
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RMP No.: WX015-003019- 

Class: Graveyard 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: St Peter's church (WX015-003005-) might be the parish church of Ferns and it is at the N edge of a small 

D-shaped graveyard (dims. c. 30m E-W; c. 25m N-S) defined by masonry walls. It is situated on a slight 

bluff overlooking a NW-SE stream c. 100m to the SW with the Cathedral (WX015-003002-) c. 250m to the 

SW. 

 

RMP No.: WX015-003020- 

Class: Stone head (present location) 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: According to a plaque at St. Mogue's Well (WX015-003006-) stone from Clone Church (WX015-023001-) 

c. 2.7km to the S and Ferns Cathedral (WX015-003003-) was used in constructiing the superstructure of 

the well in 1847. The material from Clone is thought to include the stone head facing the road (Ó Broin 

1983-4, 33-4), 
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RMP No.: WX015-003021- 

Class: Excavation - miscellaneous 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: Situated on an E-facing slope c. 80m N of St. Evan's cathedral (WX015-003003-). Archaeological testing 

(01E1208) produced evidence of an area of charcoal that was in the interface of the topsoil and subsoil 

but did not appear to have produced subsoil reddening. (Hurley 2003) 
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References: Hurley, M. 2003 Ferns. Possible early Christian remains. In I. Bennett. Excavations 2001. Summary 

accounts of archaeological excavations in Ireland, 402, No. 1303. Wordwell, Bray 
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RMP No.: WX015-003022- 

Class: Excavation - miscellaneous 

Townland: FERNS DEMESNE 

Description: Archaeological monitoring (98E0132) of a sewage pipe recorded a pit or a fosse terminal (Wth of top 1m; 

D 0.2m) that contained medieval pottery in the S side of the trench. It is c. 80m S of St. Mary's Abbey 

(WX015-003004-). (Ryan 1998, 2-5) 
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RMP No.: WX015-003024- 

Class: Flat cemetery 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: Situated on a SE-facing slope c. 70m NW of St. Evan's cathedral (WX015-003003-). Archaeological testing 

(03E0254) identified areas of activity over extensive parts of a development site (Sheehan 2006). Further 

work (04E0535) in Area B excavated a flat cemetery consisting of at least 6 cremation pits, two of which 

had fragments of undecorated pottery. The cremation pits were intermingled with other pits, some of 

which had post-medieval debris. Numerous post-holes were also dispersed amongst the pits but no 

structure could be identified. A hut-site (WX015-003025-) was identified c. 15m to the W in Area C. 

(Kavanagh 2007) 

 (Not scheduled for inclusion in the next revision of the RMP) 
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RMP No.: WX015-003025- 

Class: Hut site 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: Situated on a SE-facing slope c. 80m NW of St. Evan's cathedral (WX015-003003-). Archaeological testing 

(03E0254) identified areas of activity over extensive parts of a development site (Sheehan 2006). Further 

work (04E0535) in Area C excavated a part of a hut site represented by a semi-circle of post-holes (diam. 

c. 7.5m) associated with traces of a slot-trench and burnt daub. A number of pits in the vicinity produced 

sherds of medieval pottery, but these need not be contemporary with the structure. A flat cemetery 

(WX015-003024-) was identified c. 15m to the E in Area B. (Kavanagh 2007) 

 (Not scheduled for inclusion in the next revision of the RMP) 
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RMP No.: WX015-003026- 

Class: Excavation - miscellaneous 

Townland: CASTLELAND (Scarawalsh By.) 

Scheduled for inclusion in the next revision of the RMP: No 

Description: Located on a SE-facing slope c. 140m SE of Ferns Castle (WX015-003001-). Archaeological testing 

(95E0067) uncovered one shallow pit (L. c. 2.3m; Wth c. 0.5m; D 0.3m) containing over 800 sherds of 
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medieval coarse ware representing at least 8 vessels. There was no evidence of burning and the sherds 

are not wasters. (Gowen 1996) 
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RMP No.: WX015-003027- 

Class: Architectural feature 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: The decorated stonework of the embrasure of the pointed window in the S wall of the chancel of St. 

Peter's church (WX015-003005-) is from another structure, thought to be the church of Clone (WX015-

0023001-), c. 2.7km to the SSW. 
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RMP No.: WX015-003028- 

Class: Round tower 

Townland: FERNS DEMESNE 

Description: A round tower with a square base (Anon. 1910-11, 3-4; Barrow 1979, 196) is attached to the W wall of 

the nave of St. Mary's Abbey (WX015-003004-). It is entererd from the nave and a newel stairs rises to a 

doorway overhead, probably leading to a gallery. From the roof level the tower is round and divided into 

two levels, the upper with four square lights (Anon. 1864-8, 132). It is a National monument. (Ffrench 

1895, 403; Leask 1955, vol. 1, 163–4; Harbison 1975, 247; O'Keeffe 1997, 57-60) 
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RMP No.: WX015-003030- 

Class: Cross-slab 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Description: A fragment of a decorated stone (dims 0.97m x 0.17-0.43m; T 0.12m) tapering from top to bottom was 

identified in the graveyard (WX015-003008-) of the Cathedral in 2013. It has an incised stem terminating 

in an incised circle that encloses a marigold in false relief. It's origin may have been as a cross-slab in the 

1st millennium (Corlett 2011). It was re-used as a grave-marker when a lightly-incised cross opposite the 

stem was added, probably in the 18th or 19th century. 
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RMP No.: WX015-003031- 

Class: Ecclesiastical enclosure 

Townland: CASTLELAND (Scarawalsh By.),FERNS DEMESNE,FERNS UPPER 
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Description: Located on a gentle E and NE-facing slope down to a small NW-SE stream. The monastery of St. Aedan or 

Maodhóg (WX015-003002-), centered on the graveyard S of the medieval Cathedral of St Aedan (WX003-

015003-), is within an ecclesiastical enclosure that was identified through a magnetic gradiometer survey 

(15R0042) at its SE edge. It was recorded as two parallel ditch features c. 45-60m apart E and S of the 

graveyard and centered on it (Dowling 2015, 8-9). The inner ditch (Wth c. 2m) is overlain by the remains 

of St Mary’s Augustinian abbey (WX015-003004-) while the outer feature (Wth c. 2-4m) is entangled with, 

and probably pre-dating an enclosure (WX015-003032-) just SE of the abbey. The outer ditch is also likely 

to be the V-shaped ditch (Wth of top 2.6m; max. D 1.7m), with lenses of charcoal and slag in the fill, 

encountered in monitoring (98E0132) a sewer pipe under the road outside the S edge of the graveyard. A 

sample of alder charcoal from this ditch produced a date of cal. AD 384-535 (1 sigma) (Ryan 1999, 8; 

excavations.ie 1999, 875). 

 Traces of the outer enclosure ditch were also encountered (Wth 2.5m; D 1.2m) at its W edge just E of the 

Castle where it had thirteenth and fourteenth century ceramics in its upper layers (Sweetman 1979, 224). 

At its N extent as it approaches a NW-SE stream a V-shaped ditch (Wth of top 4-5m; D 2m) was excavated 

(06E0780), but no dating material was recovered (Kavanagh 2006). The most substantial evidence of the 

outer ditch was recorded by Catherine McLoughlin who excavated (18E0526) 115m of it at SW (2020, 

2020a). It was a fairly uniform feature, being flat-bottomed (Wth of top c. 3m; Wth of base 1.1m; c. D 

1.5m) with silts at the base together with charcoal, two samples of which produced C14 dates of cal. AD 

659-851 and cal. AD 727-940. There was no evidence of an accompanying bank. Following a period of 

silting these ditches were backfilled in a single event, although the fosse was still partly open in the late 

twelfth century when the Anglo-Normans arrived at Ferns. (McLoughlin 2020a, 2020b) 

 The ditch of the inner ecclesiastical enclosure was encountered by Kate Taylor in excavation (E004633) on 

the line of a W-E water pipe (L c. 120m) from the R772 (N11) road to the stream and c. 90m NE of the 

cathedral. The ditch at this point is a complex feature that was re-cut at least twice. The base of the 

original ditch is V-shaped (Wth of top 1.41m; D 0.92m) with up-cast on the E side, perhaps forming an 

outer bank. The ditch was recut (Wth of top 2.75m; D 0.27) as rather flat-bottomed (Wth 1.75m), over-

cutting by 0.2m the W edge of the earlier ditch, and redeposited material was added to the E and W 

(Taylor and Hurley 2021, 21-2). Very little survives of this re-cut as it was superseded by a larger ditch 

(Wth 4.5m; D 0.61m) with fourteen fills of silty clays. Numerous artefacts were recovered from this 

including iron slag and knife blades as well as pottery, some of which suggested that the ditch remained 

visible as a shallow hollow for a long time (ibid. 33-4). 

 The inner enclosure ditch might also have been encountered in excavation (E004633) by Kate Taylor 

during 2019 at two points on the curving Station Road just SW of the graveyard where a ditch (Wth of top 

1.45m plus; D 0.9m plus) could be interpreted as the perimeter of the inner enclosure (Taylor and Hurley 

2021, 48-9). This line of the inner enclosure is continued by two ditches (L 60m plus) placed c. 15m apart 

NW-N of the church and cathedral in the large triangular field (dims c. 365m NW-SE; c. 100m NE-SW at S) 

N of the N11. The ditches were first encountered in archaeological testing (06E0780) by J. Kavanagh when 

they were interpreted as possibly relating to a rath (WX015-003029-), but the ditches were also recorded 

in a gradiometer survey (21R0297) by G. Dowling (2021, 17-18) and are even visible as features on OSI 

images (2005) and Digital Globe (2012-13). Ditches relating to the field system (WX015-003034-) also 

extend into this area and were also recorded by Dowling (2021, 18). This intimates that the inner 

enclosure is a large oval area (dims c. 340m N-S; c. 175m E-W), and almost its entire course can be 

traced. 

 The results of the gradiometer survey, together with the McLoughlin excavation and the tantalizing traces 

of the outer enclosure encountered elsewhere, indicate that it is very large (max. ext. dims c. 590m E-W; 

c. 430m N-S), with the early church displaced SE of its centre. At the McLoughlin excavation the Anglo-

Norman horizon is marked by well-pits, gullies, the boundaries of burgage plots, and two post-built 

structures, as well as extensive evidence of metal-working. Seven well-pits or water-holes (diam. c. 2m; D 

1.6-1.8m) were dug along the line of the ecclesiastical fosse to collect water and their fills contained 

pottery dating from the thirteenth to the fifteenth century. 
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RMP No.: WX015-003032- 

Class: Enclosure 

Townland: FERNS DEMESNE 

Description: Located on a gentle E and NE-facing slope c. 120m from a small NW-SE stream. St Mary’s Augustinian 

abbey (WX015-003004-) is built over the inner fosse of the ecclesiastical enclosure (WX015-003031-) 

around St. Aedan or Máedóg’s early monastery (WX015-003002-), which was identified in a magnetic 

gradiometry survey (15R042) (Dowling 2015, 9). Just SE of the abbey the same survey recorded a 

subcircular enclosure (int. dims c. 60m NW-SE; c. 50m NE-SW) defined by interrupted sections of a fosse 

(Wth c. 3-4m). It could have an entrance at SW leading to the open SW end of a double-aisled masonry 

structure (WX015-003033-) (ibid. 10). 
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RMP No.: WX015-003033- 

Class: Structure 

Townland: FERNS DEMESNE 

Description: Located on a gentle E and NE-facing slope c. 120m from a small NW-SE stream. A magnetic gradiometry 

survey (15R042) recorded a subcircular enclosure (WX015-003032-) just SE of St Mary’s abbey (WX015-

003004-). Within the enclosure magnetic gradiometry and resistivity surveys identified a rectangular 

masonry structure (max. dims c. 12m NW-SE; c. 10m NE-SW) defined by masonry walls (Wth c. 1m) with a 

NE-SW diving wall, but no SW wall (Dowling 2015, 9). 
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RMP No.: WX015-003034- 

Class: Field system 

Townland: FERNS DEMESNE 

Description: Located on either side of a NW-SE stream, on land that slopes down gently into its valley. A magnetic 

gradiometer survey (15R042) of about 4 ha (c. 10 acres) around St Mary’s Augustinian abbey (WX015-

003004-) recorded some small enclosure (dims c. 30m x c. 20m) defined by single ditch features which 

might be animal pounds associated with the early monastery (WX015-003002-) of St Aidan (Dowling 

2015, 9), while other linear ditch features probably represent a post-medieval field system of rectangular 

fields. A NW-SE roadway (Wth c. 7m; L 100m plus) defined by parallel ditches running outside the NE 

edge of the graveyard around the Cathedral (WX015-003003-) might be associated with these (ibid. 10). 

This field system can be extended to the area NE of the stream by ditch features recorded by a drone-

mounted camera operated by Dinny Kinsella and Barry Lacey in July 2018, so this system covers a known 

area of about 8 ha (c. 20 acres), and more than one period of field formation is probably represented. A 

gradiometer survey (21R0297) by G. Dowling (2021, 18, Nos 3, 4) identified ditches relating to this field 

system also extending into the large triangular field (dims c. 365m NW-SE; c. 100m NE-SW at S) N of the 
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N11. Included in this area is a subrectangular enclosure (dims c. 20m E-W; c. 12m E-W) defined by a 

single ditch that has a curved W edge and is open at E. This ditch produces strong magnetic responses 

indicating the presence of burnt or fired material in its fill. 
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RMP No.: WX015-003035- 

Class: Road - road/trackway 

Townland: FERNS DEMESNE 

Description: Located on a gentle E and NE-facing slope on the SW side of a small NW-SE stream and its valley. A 

magnetic gradiometry survey (15R042) of about 4 ha (c. 10 acres) around St Mary’s Augustinian abbey 

(WX015-003004-) recorded elements of a post-medieval field system (WX015-003034-). A NW-SE 

roadway (Wth c. 7m; L 100m plus) defined by parallel ditches running outside the NE edge of the 

graveyard around the Cathedral (WX015-003003-) might be associated with these. (Dowling 2015, 10) 
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RMP No.: WX015-003037- 

Class: Enclosure 

Townland: CASTLELAND (Scarawalsh By.) 

Description: Situated on a gentle E-facing slope. Archaeological testing (18E0526) during September 2018 in advance 

of development identified extensive archaeological features including the ditch of the ecclesiastical 

enclosure (WX015-003031-) of the early monastery of St. Máedóg. Attached to the ecclesiastical 

enclosure on the inside is a rectangular enclosure (int. dims 50m NW-SE; 33-40m NE-SW) defined by 

substantial ditches (Wth of top 3m; max. D 2.25m), but there is no evidence of accompanying banks. The 

basal deposit was silt (T 0.3m) with some charcoal, and a sample of hazel from this produced a C14 date 

of cal. AD 685-873, which means it is contemporary with the ditch of the ecclesiastical enclosure. The 

ditches may have been cleaned out on a few occasions but it was finally backfilled as a single event. There 

is an entrance causeway (Wth 2.6m) at the SE, and a rectangular structure (dims c. 10m NW-SE; c. 6m NE-

SW) is in the interior. This is a collection of pits and post-holes as well as a hearth, but its SW side had 

been truncated by modern features. No pottery or artefacts were recovered from the enclosure or the 

structure, and no animal bones survived in the soil. Part of the ditch at SE will be preserved in situ 

together with most of the basal deposits from the ditches. (McLoughlin 2020a, 2020b) 
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RMP No.: WX015-003038- 

Class: House - medieval 

Townland: CASTLELAND (Scarawalsh By.) 

Description: Situated on a gentle E-facing slope. Archaeological testing (18E0526) during September 2018 in advance 

of development identified extensive archaeological features including the ditch of the ecclesiastical 

enclosure (WX015-003031-) of the early monastery of St. Máedóg and a contemporary rectangular 

enclosure (WX015-003037-) attached to the ecclesiastical enclosure on the inside. A rectangular structure 

(dims c. 10m NW-SE; c. 6m NE-SW) is in the interior. This is a collection of pits and post-holes as well as a 

hearth, but its SW side had been truncated by modern features. No pottery or artefacts were recovered 
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from the enclosure or the structure. Outside the SE edge of this enclosure were a number of large pits, 

the largest of which (dims 2m x 1.8m; D 3.25m) was dug through the outer edge of the ecclesiastical 

enclosure ditch. The pits were often straight sided, indicating that they might have been timber-lined. 

This area (dims c. 40m NE-SW; c. 8m NW-SE) also produced copious evidence of metal-working centred 

on the SE ditch of the rectangular enclosure. This consisted of hearths, pits, a structure, the bases of 

furnaces, waste slag, and a metalled surface with evidence of smithing above and below it. 

 Just SE of the pits were two houses aligned parallel with the ecclesiastical enclosure and c. 5m from it, 

perhaps indicating the former presence of an inner bank. The metalled surface of a path ran past the NE 

edges of both the N house (dims 11m NW-SE; 6.5m NE-SW) and the S house (dims c. 13m NW-SE; c. 6.5m 

NE-SW). The houses were severely truncated but a hearth did survive in the N one, and the contents of 

pits associated with them indicates that they were inhabited. (McLoughlin 2020a, 2020b) 

 (Not scheduled for inclusion in the next revision of the RMP) 
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RMP No.: WX015-003039- 

Class: Water mill - horizontal-wheeled 

Townland: FERNS DEMESNE 

Description: Situated at the bottom of a gentle NE-facing slope and c. 120m NE of the cathedral which is the probable 

site of St Maodhóg’s early church (WX015-003002-). Archaeological testing (E004633) during 2019 and 

2020 by Kate Taylor in advance of the installation of a W-E waste water pipe from the R772 road (N11) to 

the NW-SE stream identified numerous archaeological features along the extent of the trench (L 120m). 

There were seven phases of activity, none closely dated as yet, but largely early medieval and medieval in 

date. Towards the E end of the trench a mill was recorded and is preserved in situ. This was on the E bank 

of a S-N watercourse that was recorded in a gradiometer survey (15R0042) conducted by The Discovery 

Programme (Dowling 2015). The stream (L c. 160m) originates just E of St Mary’s Abbey (WX015-003004-) 

and appears to be wider over most of its length than the fosses of the ecclesiastical enclosure and other 

man-made features recorded in the gradiometer survey. This is probably a natural stream and may have 

been deeply culverted where it meets the possible NW-SE road (WX015-003035-) as it isn’t visible here 

on the gradiometer survey. 

 Features probably pre-dating the mill are a pit (diam. 1.71m; D 0.58m plus), two postholes, stakeholes, 

and a gully at the centre of the trench. Further W a layer of silt, a pit, and a gully are sealed beneath the 

up-cast of medieval ditches, but no artefacts were recovered at either location (Taylor and Hurley 2021, 

14-7). Two pits and two ditches, both of which were re-cut, together with some gullies are probably early 

medieval in date because of the lack of pottery associated with them. One ditch (Wth 0.95m; D 0.32m) 

aligned NE-SW was cut by a second ditch (Wth 1.25m; D 0.23m) at its W edge, but E of these features was 

a larger N-S V-shaped ditch (Wth 2m; D 1.05m). This was also cut on its W edge by a smaller ditch (Wth 

1.05m; D 0.48m), and several gullies were also related to this phase (ibid. 17-21). The fosse of the inner 

ecclesiastical enclosure (WX015-003021-) is also in the section (ibid. 21-1, 33-4). 

 At the waterlogged E end of the water-pipe trench, and just E of the line of the stream, the remains of a 

wooden water mill were preserved. It consists of the wheel-pit inserted into a cut (dims 4.42m E-W; 

2.16m plus N-S), and its tail-race. The wheel-pit itself (dims 2.1m E-W; 1.3m N-S) is formed by three large 

oak timbers and is too small to have accommodated a vertical wheel so, although no evidence of the 

wheel was present, it was probably laid horizontally. The S timber extends W, continuing under the E wall 

of the stone-walled mill that replaced the wooden one. The mill structures are preserved in situ and were 

not fully excavated. The tail race (Wth 3m; D 0.29-0.9m) starts at the wheel-pit and extends E towards a 

point where the surface stream steps E, and it was sampled, although it is largely outside the trench to 

the N. The original tail race is cut through clay and had two fills of silty or sandy clays. Three large pits 

(Wth 2.08; D 0.48m: Wth 2.72m; D 0.61m: Wth 0.72m plus; D 0.44m plus) were in the S section of 

the trench further E and are probably contemporary with the first mill (ibid. 24-7). The tail race was re-

cut, and sherds of pottery, iron objects including a nail, fragments of two coins and of a conglomerate 

millstone as well as worked wood were recovered from it, although the tail race lies largely outside the 

trench to the N (ibid. 36-9). 
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 Just W of the timbers of the wooden wheel-pit is a clay floor (Wth 2.9m E-W; 1.5m plus N-S) bounded by 

what were clay-bonded stone walls to the W (Wth 0.4m; H 0.8m) where it forms the E edge of the upper 

fill of the stream and E (Wth 0.72m; H 0.35m). The floor has beam-slots inserted into it forming a rough 

‘H’ pattern in plan like the surviving beams of the earlier mill, and two postholes are also set in this 

surface. Immediately W of the millhouse was the stream, visible in the section as a cut (Wth of top 3.7m; 

Wth of base 1.4m; max. D 1.9m) aligned NE-SW, with a stepped W side and a straighter E side where it is 

retained by the stone wall from the later millhouse. It retained water at the bottom and was filled with 

varying qualities of silt, from which some artefacts including sherds of pottery, leather shoes and a 

possible fragment of a millstone were recovered. (ibid. 35-6) 
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RMP No.: WX015-068---- 

Class: Barrow - ditch barrow 

Townland: FERNS LOWER 

Description: Located at the bottom of a SE-facing slope in the flood-plain of the NE-SW River Bann with the stream c. 

500m to the SE. Archaeological monitoring in advance of building new sewage works identified a ditch-

barrow that was completely excavated (99E0450). It was a subcircular area (int. dim3.6-4.25m) with no 

internal features defined by a complete ditch (Wth 0.28m at NE to 0.9m at S; D 0.2-0.4m) with some 

stake-holes. Five cremated deposits representing seven individuals were in the ditch, underlain in some 

cases by burnt timbers, some of which had nails. Three of the deposits had grave goods, and up to fifty 

glass beads, a stone pendant, a scrap of bronze and a sherd of coarse pottery were recovered. C14 dates 

of 2090 +- 50 BP and 2190 +- 50 BP have been obtained. The pit (WX015-069----) is c. 20m to the S. (Ryan 

2000b; 2012; Ryan and Henry 2000) 

 (Not scheduled for inclusion in the next revision of the RMP) 
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RMP No.: WX015-069---- 

Class: Excavation - miscellaneous 

Townland: FERNS LOWER 

Description: Located at the bottom of a SE-facing slope in the flood-plain of the NE-SW River Bann with the stream c. 

500m to the SE. Archaeological monitoring (98E0132) in advance of building new sewage works identified 

a pit that was completely excavated under the same licence. The pit (diam. 3.55m; D 0.9m) was cut or re-

cut and used for firing on four separate occasions. There were intervals of silting between each episode 

before the pit was sealed with a layer of stones. No artefacts were recovered, but a sample of oak yielded 

a C14 date of 3215 +- 45 BP (1310-1220 BC). The ditch-barrow (WX015-068----) is c. 20m to the N. (Ryan 

2000; Ryan and Henry 2000, 301-02) 

 (Not scheduled for inclusion in the next revision of the RMP) 
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RMP No.: WX015-080---- 

Class: Enclosure - large enclosure 

Townland: FERNS DEMESNE 

Description: Located on a very gentle E-facing slope. The cropmark of a large enclosure (diam. c. 90m E-W) defined by 

a wide fosse feature (Wth c.3m) was recorded by a drone-mounted camera in July 2018. The ditch 

describes a curve S-W and is visible as a low bank feature in the pasture field to the E on other aerial 

images (digitalmap). 
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Appendix 2 – Down’s Survey Records 
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Taken in the years 1656-1658, the Down Survey of Ireland is the first ever detailed land survey on a national 
scale anywhere in the world. The survey, led by William Petty, sought to measure all the land to be forfeited 
by the Catholic Irish in order to facilitate its redistribution to Merchant Adventurers and English soldiers 
(www.downsurvey.tcd.ie). 

 

Townland: BALLYNAKILL (ED Ballymore) 

Down Survey Name: Unforfeited Land 

1641 Owner(s): Land, Unforfeited (Protestant) 

1670 Owner(s): Land, Unforfeited (Protestant) 

County: Wexford 

Barony: Scarawalsh 

Parish: Kilbride 

 

Townland: BAYLAND 

Down Survey Name: Ballynekitty 

1641 Owner(s): Masterson, Edward (Protestant) 

1670 Owner(s): Gibson, William (Protestant) 

County: Wexford 

Barony: Scarwelsh 

Parish: Fearnes 

Profitable land: 224 plantation acres 

Forfeited: 224 plantation acres 

 

Townland: CASTLELAND 

Down Survey Name: Ballyboy, Castle Benmount, Ballinegill & Ballymoragh and Rahinkillda 

1641 Owner(s): Bryan, Bartholomew (Catholic) 

1670 Owner(s): Dizzenzey, Sir Matthew (Protestant) 

County: Wexford 

Barony: Scarwelsh 

Parish: Fearnes 

Profitable land: 1220 plantation acres 

Forfeited: 1220 plantation acres 

 

Townland: COOLPUCK 

Down Survey Name: Ballymore, Ballyfolly, Ballyregan, Ballycreene & Killsane 

1641 Owner(s): Masterson, Edward (Protestant) 

1670 Owner(s): Parsons, Arthur (Protestant); Corbett, Samuell (Protestant) 

County: Wexford 

Barony: Scarwelsh 

Parish: Fearnes 

 

Townland: COOLROE 

Down Survey Name: Ballymore, Ballyfolly, Ballyregan, Ballycreene & Killsane 

1641 Owner(s): Masterson, Edward (Protestant) 

1670 Owner(s): Parsons, Arthur (Protestant); Corbett, Samuell (Protestant) 

County: Wexford 

Barony: Scarwelsh 

Parish: Fearnes 
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Townland: FERNS 

Down Survey Name: Unforfeited Land 

1641 Owner(s): Land, Unforfeited (Protestant) 

1670 Owner(s): Land, Unforfeited (Protestant) 

County: Wexford 

Barony: Scarawalsh 

Parish: Kilbride 

 

Townland: FERNS DEMESNE 

Down Survey Name: Ballymore, Ballyfolly, Ballyregan, Ballycreene & Killsane 

1641 Owner(s): Masterson, Edward (Protestant) 

1670 Owner(s): Parsons, Arthur (Protestant); Corbett, Samuell (Protestant) 

County: Wexford 

Barony: Scarwelsh 

Parish: Fearnes 

 

Townland: FERNS LOWER 

Down Survey Name: Lower Ffearnes 

1641 Owner(s): Ferns, Bishop of (Protestant) 

1670 Owner(s): Ferns, Bishop of (Protestant) 

County: Wexford 

Barony: Scarwelsh 

Parish: Fearnes 

Profitable land: 1900 plantation acres 

1659 Census 

Total: 76 

English: 68 

Irish: 8 

Titulado: John Denison 

 

Townland: FERNS UPPER 

Down Survey Name: Upper Fearnes & Aynemoe 

1641 Owner(s): Masterson, Edward (Protestant) 

1670 Owner(s): Parsons, Arthur (Protestant) 

County: Wexford 

Barony: Scarwelsh 

Parish: Fearnes 

Profitable land: 1496 plantation acres 

Forfeited: 1496 plantation acres 

 

Townland: KILBORA 

Down Survey Name: Killvoroe 

1641 Owner(s): Ferns, Bishop of (Protestant) 

1670 Owner(s): Ferns, Bishop of (Protestant) 

County: Wexford 

Barony: Scarwelsh 

Parish: Fearnes 

1659 Census 

Total: 10 

English: 6 

Irish: 4 
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Townland: MILLTOWN 

Down Survey Name: Unforfeited Land 

1641 Owner(s): Land, Unforfeited (Protestant) 

1670 Owner(s): Land, Unforfeited (Protestant) 

County: Wexford 

Barony: Scarawalsh 

Parish: Kilbride 

 

Townland: ROSEMARYHILL 

Down Survey Name: Ballymore, Ballyfolly, Ballyregan, Ballycreene & Killsane 

1641 Owner(s): Masterson, Edward (Protestant) 

1670 Owner(s): Parsons, Arthur (Protestant); Corbett, Samuell (Protestant) 

County: Wexford 

Barony: Scarwelsh 

Parish: Fearnes 


