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Summary 

This interim report details the second season of excavations at Ferns Demesne townland in Ferns Co. 
Wexford by the Irish Archaeology Field School (IAFS), which took place in 2022 (specifically June-July). 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 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. This season community engagement opportunities took many 
forms including showing numerous visitors around the site, welcoming schools, online lectures and limited 
volunteer opportunities; these community engagement opportunities are discussed in Section 3.  

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 year’s 
excavations represent the second season of a three-year excavation, proposed to run 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, with a focus on two seemingly high medieval structures. Two 
new cuttings, Cuttings 3 and 4 (following on from two initial cuttings in 2021) were opened to further 
investigate both the 2021 excavation results and geophysical trends identified at the site in both 2015 and 
2021.  

Cutting 3 

Cutting 3 was excavated across a rectangular anomaly (revealed both in a 2015 geophysical survey and 
partially revealed in a later GPR survey in 2021: see Dowling (2015) and Wilkins and Teale (2022) for further 
detail). This anomaly was confirmed during the IAFS’ 2021 excavation as a claustral range south of St Mary 
(WX015-003004). The excavations clarified that walls were extant on site and that these walls appeared to 
represent the outer walls of range buildings surrounding a smaller internal cloister. Following the 2021 
excavation it was hypothesised than an internal cloister only c.15m meters across may survive at St Mary’s, 
surrounded by c. 5-7m wide building ranges, the outer walls of which are preserved in the geophysical 
surveys. The excavation of Cutting 3 aimed to test this hypothesis, and:  

• Examine the form and scale of the eastern range, extending across the area argued to contain the east 
range’s outer wall, through the building itself and into the possible claustral garth. 

• Identity the date of the east range, and the area of the monastery where the cutting is located, with 
Cutting 3 positioned broadly in an area likely to transverse a chapter room and/or a calefactory.  

Cutting 4 

Cutting 4 was excavated to further assess a possible double-aisled structure (WX015-003033-) identified in 
the 2015 geophysical survey to the southeast of Mary’s Abbey (WX015-003004). The survey suggested that 
this structure was constructed over a large enclosing feature, interpreted as the outer enclosure of St 
Aidan’s monastery (WX015-003032-). Excavations in 2021 confirmed both the presence of this structure 
(which was clarified as high medieval in date) and its positioning over the outer enclosure of the early 
medieval monastery. However, while the 2021 excavations clarified the existence and date of this medieval 
structure, they did not confirm the structure’s function. As such, the excavation of Cutting 4 aimed to:  
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• Further assess the nature of the structure, crucially ascertaining its function, but also examining further 
the dating evidence and structural form.  

• Focus on studying the western limits of the structure with specific emphasis being placed on a circular 
anomaly, identified as a possible spiral staircase in geophysical surveys (Bhreathnach and Dowling 
2021).  

The excavation also 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, for example providing an indication on 
their diet and material culture. 

The preliminary results of the excavation, while pending radiocarbon dates, specialist analysis and 
continued comparative research, have shed several additional interesting insights into the history of the 
site, with the most significant findings from Cutting 3 and 4 being summarised as follows: 

Cutting 3 

• The sub-surface presence of an eastern range adjoining St Mary’s Church, as partly indicated by both 
geophysical surveys (Dowling 2015: Wilkins and Teale 2022) and in historical mapping by Cochrane 
(1912), is now confirmed on the site. This range appears to date to c. the twelfth to fourteenth century, 
a date consistent with the findings from 2021 in Cutting 1.  

• The east range is also confirmed as being c. 5m wide, defined by two large 1.25m wide walls and 
containing several internal features, including a rough floor surface, burnt deposits and a fire-pit. The 
fire-pit is particularly instructive as it indicates Cutting 3 may be positioned across the calefactory of 
the monastery.  

• The east range is laid out after a period of burial in this area of the site, with one of the range wall’s 
cutting through a confirmed burial and possibly cutting two more unexcavated graves; this confirmed 
archaeological sequence raises intriguing questions as to the phasing of the church, burial and the 
claustral court on site.  

• Unfortunately, a claustral arcade or ambulatory were not definitively confirmed on site; however, there 
was tantalising evidence that they may exist in the form of a c. 1.9m compact clay deposit which may 
be the ambulatory floor and evidence of a possible robber trench in the location a claustral wall was 
likely to stand.  

Cutting 4 

• The western limits of the double-aisled structure were identified in Cutting 4 and dated to the twelfth 
to fourteenth century (based on recovered pottery) a finding consistent with both the pottery and a 
thirteenth century coin recovered in the 2021 excavations. The western limits of this structure are now 
also confirmed as being even more extensively disturbed and quarried than the eastern limits assessed 
in 2021.  

• The circular anomaly identified in geophysical surveys and interpreted as a spiral staircase 
(Bhreathnach and Dowling 2021) is now confirmed as a very well-constructed keyhole kiln, which is 
tentatively identified as a pottery kiln, pending further analyses. Based on retrieved artefacts, this kiln 
is now known to be both broadly contemporary with the double-aisled structure and bonded into the 
central wall of the building, either during initial construction or as a near contemporary, but later, 
insertion. As such the kiln infers an industrial purpose for the building, with its continued analyses 
crucial to the overall interpretation of this intriguing structure.  

• The early medieval outer monastic enclosure was again uncovered in Cutting 4; this feature was already 
assessed and dated in 2021 and further excavation was not undertaken in 2022 as it would have 
necessitated excavations to an unsafe depth.  

Most of the artefacts from the site (apart from some sherds of ‘modern’ pottery) 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, etc. Amongst the most 
notable finds was an early medieval dress pin, which unfortunately was found in the upper stratigraphy, 
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and a lead came, which suggests glazed windows in the claustral ranges. Other finds include several stones 
with ‘dropped glaze’, which have been identified as probable pottery ‘wasters’ or ‘spacers’ which are 
indicative of the use of an onsite kiln. Additionally, a number of architectural fragments were uncovered 
including a splayed windowsill with glazing bar hole and a roof weight. A full description of the finds is given 
throughout the report, with specific detail in Section 2.  

Please note: this report includes only the preliminary results of the excavations to the end of the 2022 field season. As 
post-excavation analysis is on-going, the results are only summarised, with their full and final stratigraphic description 
pending the completion of their post-excavation analysis and specialist reporting. 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. 

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

The 2022 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 and 2022 at St Mary’s 
also followed previous programmes of non-invasive surveys at the site including geophysics in 2015 by Dr 
Ger Dowling (Dowling 2015) and 3D scanning in 2019, by the University of Colorado – Denver (UoCD) and 
the IAFS (Rogers and Chen forthcoming). In October 2021 Dig Ventures were commissioned by Ancient 
Connections to undertake a targeted programme of GPR survey around St Mary’s (as well as geophysical 
surveys at other sites in Wexford (Teale forthcoming)). This survey was conducted over the ‘rectangular 
feature’ abutting St Mary’s southern side and at the northeastern limits of the field (Wilkins and Teale 
2022). An extended programme of geophysical survey at the site was also undertaken by UoCD, Dr Ger 
Dowling, and the IAFS in November 2021 (Rogers, Shine et al. forthcoming). 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 each excavation season. The 
future direction of the project is guided by this research, as well as regular consultation with leading 
medieval scholars and archaeologists and the local community. Together the IAFS, WCC, and their partners 

http://www.archaeology.ie/


Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery 

Archaeological Excavation Report 2022 – Page 2 

hope the Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery will contribute to a deeper understanding (in an experiential 
way) as to what happened at Ferns across a 1500+ year period. 

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 2022 excavations were undertaken at the site from early June for a four-week period. Prior to excavations 
commencing both cuttings were out by surveyor Dr Ger Dowling and carefully georeferenced to ITM, 
before being fenced off from the rest of the field. This season, based on an almost complete absence of 
human bone in the 2021 excavations, de-sodding was undertaken by a mini-digger, equipped with a graded 
ditching bucket. De-sodding within in the claustral garth (the western limits of Cutting 3) was undertaken 
by hand. At the conclusion of the excavations both cuttings were covered with a geotextile and fully 
backfilled.  

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 (c. 485 to 440 
million years ago; see Figure 1.3), into which volcanics were extruded. These represent a time when the 

http://www.archaeology.ie/
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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 c. 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 (c. 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. In the recent past the site was located adjacent St Edan’s Estate and the Bishop’s 
Palace.  

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 c. 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). 
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 immediate 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), c. 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, Lacey 
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, c. 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 c. 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 c. 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 c. 200m. Recent geophysical survey, 
undertaken in late 2021 as part of the wider project (Dowling 2021), support this argument, suggesting 

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

http://www.archaeology.ie/
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Figure 1.8: Recorded archaeological excavations within the vicinity of the site, produced from data held on 

www.excavations.ie (see Appendix 2 for full summaries)  

http://www.excavations.ie/
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License No. ITM Significance 

95E0067 E 702228m, N 649845m  Medieval  

98E0132 E 701971m, N 649783m  Medieval and post-medieval town and vicinity of abbey  

21E0166 E 701856m, N 649877m  No archaeological significance  

03E0254 E 701839m, N 649808m  Medieval  

19E0254 E 701818m, N 649895m  No archaeological significance  

98E0273 E 702020m, N 649789m  Medieval, adjacent to castle  

01E1208 E 701839m, N 649808m  Possible Early Christian remains  

03E1813 E 701729m, N 649895m  No archaeological significance  

04E0663 E 701839m, N 649808m Multi-period 

06E0360 E 702020m, N 649789m  No archaeological significance  

06E0780 E 701839m, N 649808m Multi-period 

06E1011 E 701779m, N 649895m  No archaeological significance  

08E0835 E 701888m, N 649800m  No archaeological significance  

18E0319 E 701774m, N 649907m  No archaeological significance  

18E0526 E 701837m, N 649697m  Early medieval & medieval  

18E0749 E 702175m, N 649895m  No archaeological significance  

19E0321 E 701792m, N 649971m  Post-medieval  

99E0450 E 702113m, N 649123m  Ring-ditch  

99E0527 E 702128m, N 649945m  Pits  

99E0538 E 701729m, N 649945m  Proximity to Early Christian town - no archaeological found 

E004633 E 702078m, N 649820m  Early medieval enclosure and medieval settlement  

E004953 E 702124m, N 649813m  Medieval, human remains 

E005108 E 702184m, N 649758m  Multi-period monastic site  

Table 1.2: Recorded archaeological excavations within the vicinity of the site, produced from data held on 
www.excavations.ie (see Appendix 2 for full summaries) 

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. c. 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 624-632 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 c. 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 c. 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 
forthcoming (see also Excavation License number E004633), as well of course as in the excavations 
undertaken last season (Shine, Mandal et al. 2021). 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 c. 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 

http://www.excavations.ie/
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is also extant within St Mary’s Abbey (WX015-003017-). As stated, the crosses are not in their 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 c. 200m in diameter and an outer enclosure c. 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 by Dowling (2015) 
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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, and the enclosure might be closer 
to that projected by Doyle in 2016. 

The above-mentioned excavations by Taylor (forthcoming; see also Excavation License number E004633), 
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 Mr David Sweetman between 1972 and 1975 are the most significant (Sweetman 1979). 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 and Dowling 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 c. 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 excavations in 2021 and those described herein (Dowling 2015; see also 
Shine, Mandal et al. 2021 and 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 3 (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 c. 1785 to 
1840 AD, which is itself a surviving component of St Edan’s Estate following the destruction (c. 1960) and 
subsequent demolition (c. 1976) of the Bishop’s Palace, which dates from c. 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. 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 c. 40 excavations have been 
undertaken at various locations in the town, 15 of which provided results deemed of archaeological 
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 

http://www.archaeology.ie/
http://www.excavations.ie/
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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 
2022 (and 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 c. 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 
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 was undertaken from later 2021 and report 
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preparation is ongoing at the time of writing by the 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 c. 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 2021, 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. Full radiocarbon dates 
for the excavation, as well as analyses of charred and waterlogged plant remains, and pollen and insect 
remains, are still pending, although the mill timbers have returned dendrochronological dates of 
fourteenth century (Kate Taylor pers. comm.). 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; a 
programme of GPR survey was also undertaken in 2021.  

Surveys in 2015 – Dowling & Breathnach: 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 (see Dowling 2015; Breathnach and Dowling 2021). 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 in 2021, followed by Cutting 3 and 4 in 2022, and ‘other’ features in the 
field. 

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

black), Cutting 1 (left) and Cutting 2, which were excavated in 2021 

• G6: Two possible large concentric ditches (inner c. 2m wide and outer c. 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 c. 65m wide circular 
enclosure. The geophysical signature of this ‘building’ indicates a structure c. 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 the location of Cutting 2 in 2021 and Cutting 4 in 2022. Several other 
anomalies of archaeological potential occur in the immediate surroundings of Cuttings 2 and 4, most 
notably a series of intermittent ditch-like segments encircling the double-aisled structure and 
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numerous other curvilinear, linear, and pit like features. Although, outside the scope and time 
constraints of the excavations to date, these anomalies clearly merit further investigation in the future. 

• G9: The rectangular structure to the south of St Mary’s Abbey, 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 in 2021; 
the eastern portion of this anomaly was investigated by Cutting 3 in 2022.  

• 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, c. 10m 
in diameter, as were two parallel linears, c. 7m apart and 90m long, which were interpreted as a 
roadway.  

Surveys in 2021 – IAFS and UoCD (Dowling 2021; Rogers, Shine et al. forthcoming): 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 but still remain incomplete as access to two key areas 
were not possible in 2021. 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 (Excavation Licence Numbers: 04E0663 & 06E0780) 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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Surveys in 2021 – Dig Ventures (Wilkins and Teale 2022; Teale forthcoming): In October 2021 Dig Ventures 
were commissioned by the previously described Ancient Connections project to undertake a targeted 
programme GPR survey around St Mary’s (as well as geophysical surveys at other sites in Wexford). This 
survey has been fully reported by Dig Ventures elsewhere and so is only briefly discussed here relative to 
the current excavations described herein. The survey was conducted in two mains areas - directly over the 
‘rectangular feature’ abutting St Mary’s southern side and around TVAS’ excavations toward the 
northwestern limits of the field where the horizontal water mill was discovered, but previous magnetic 
gradiometry surveys were limited due to the ground conditions and overheard powerlines. The survey 
undertaken in St Mary’s field in Ferns revealed several interesting anomalies which suggest the presence 
of enclosures and walls, as well as a possible square building measuring approximately 5.5m wide and a 
rectilinear building measuring approximately 4m in width and at least 11m in length. The feature 5.5m in 
width is suggestive of building remains but has been interpreted as either being associated to the watermill 
discovered by TVAS or an early ecclesiastical church building. Of note, the GPR survey also revealed possible 
building remains directly south of St Mary’s, which could be related to the ‘possible cloister’; these ‘building 
remains’ are close to the area of the eastern range, which was assessed through the excavation of Cutting 
3. A large amount of possible rubble activity was also recorded in the area which should contain evidence 
of a northern building range.  

  



Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery 

Archaeological Excavation Report 2022 – Page 21 

Archaeological Excavations 

Introduction: Progress of the Excavations 2022 

In June 2022 the IAFS commenced archaeological excavations at St Mary’s Abbey field for the second 
season of a three-year archaeological research project. From early-June to early-July, two cuttings were 
excavated over a four-week period by a team of archaeological professionals, third level students, and 
occasional volunteers. The overall objective of the fieldwork was to determine the nature, date, and extent 
of specific anomalies documented during 2015 geophysical surveys at the site, as well as answer questions 
posed by the previous 2021 excavations at the site.  

Cutting 3 was excavated to investigate the rectangular ‘possible cloister’, identified in geophysics 
immediately south of St Mary’s Abbey church, which was subsequently confirmed during excavations in 
2021. This cloister, which is also depicted on antiquarian mapping, was partly constructed over the inner 
enclosure of St Aidan’s monastery. Cutting 4 was excavated to further assess a possible double-aisled 
structure (WX015-003033-) which was partly excavated in 2021, and originally identified in the same 2015 
surveys, to the southeast of St Mary’s Abbey. This structure is party constructed over the outer enclosure 
of St Aidan’s monastery. 

 
Figure 1.20: Oblique drone shot of Cutting 3 and Cutting 4. The approximate location of Cuttings 1 and 2 is also 

shown with Cutting 1 partly still visible in the differences in the grass cover and Cutting 2 having not fully grassed 
over yet 

To preserve as much archaeology as possible we did not excavate the entirety of either Cutting 3 or 4 in 
2022. In Cutting 4 the double-aisled structure was only exposed (requiring only the removal of modern and 
post-medieval deposits) before it was carefully documented and recorded, and walls were ultimately left 
in-situ. Where walls were absent, but robber trenches preserved the line of the building, these trenches 
were only sectioned. Similarly, any encountered medieval walls in Cutting 3 were left in-situ and 
undisturbed; a probable medieval clay ‘surface’ was also left unexcavated, except for a discreet section to 
ascertain its construction method and underlying deposits. Throughout the excavations a metal detector 
was used on excavated spoil and a rigorous sieving programme, through 4-5mm mesh, was undertaken to 
further assist in 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.  



Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery 

Archaeological Excavation Report 2022 – Page 22 

  
Figure 1.21: 1:2500 Ordnance Survey map, showing the location of the excavated cuttings in both 2021 (red) and 

2022, relative to St Mary’s Abbey and their position in St Mary’s Abbey field 

The cuttings were excavated as follows: 

Cutting 3 

Cutting 3 was initially rectangular in shape and measured approximately 2.7m x 11.2m in maximum extent 
(a small extension 1.9m x 0.7m was also excavated at the northwestern corner of the cutting to seek crucial 
information regarding the claustral garth). The cutting was located c. 15m north of St Mary’s Abbey and 
30m northwest of Cutting 4. De-sodding commenced on 8th of June before excavations were continued by 
hand for a c. four-week period. The cutting was excavated to specifically follow on from initial results in 
2021 and assess a rectangular feature which represents a claustral range south of St Mary’s Abbey (WX015-
003004) (Shine, Mandal et al. 2021). The excavations in 2021 documented walls recorded on site by 
Cochrane in 1912, finding these walls are likely represent the outer walls of range buildings surrounding a 
smaller internal cloister (c. 15m square). The 2021 excavations revealed the walls are likely to be structural 
in nature and encountered no archaeological evidence suggestive of a cloister – such as an ambulatory, 
arcading, fine-worked stone, human remains etc. Instead, the working hypothesis was that the walls 
represented a part of a set of c. 7m wide buildings which, together with the 15m wide cloister, account for 
the 30m wide anomaly surveyed in 2015. To adequately test this re-evaluation of the monastery space, and 
crucially examine its form and scale, Cutting 3 was positioned to extend across the proposed east range 
from its outer wall, through the building and into the possible claustral garth. The cutting was also 
positioned to assess the area where Dig Ventures GPR signal was strongest, and where masonry was also 
recorded by Cochrane in 1912 (Figure 1.10; see also Figure 1.46).  

Cutting 4 

Cutting 4, located some 30m to the southeast of Cutting 3, was positioned c. 50m southeast of the eastern 
gable of the remains of St Mary’s Abbey. The cutting was L-shaped, measuring 11.6m x 3.25m but extending 
to 5.5m in width at its north extent. This cutting specifically aimed to assess the western portion of the 
double-aisled structure (WX015-003033-) identified in geophysics, and confirmed during IAFS’ 2021 
excavations, to the southeast of Mary’s Abbey (WX015-003004). This masonry included a circular feature 
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identified in GPR data, which was interpreted as a possible stairwell or stair turret (Breathnach and Dowling 
2021). Assessing this feature and the function of double-aisled building at large were the key objective of 
excavating Cutting 4.  

Archaeological Stratigraphic Description 

Cutting 3 (see Figures 1.22-1.35) 

Cutting 3 measured approximately 2.7m x 11.2m in maximum extent (with a small 1.9m x 0.7m extension 
at its northwestern corner). The stratigraphic description of the features within the cutting could be most 
easily described in four groups, namely: overlying archaeological deposits; features within the east range; 
features within the possible claustral garth, to east of the east range; and features to the west of the east 
range (outside the claustral range entirely). These areas of features are defined by the two walls of the east 
range, namely F3007 (the eastern wall) and F3008 (the western wall), which bookend the internal range 
space.  

 
Figure 1.22: Elevated view of Cutting 3 showing walls F3007 (left) and F3008 and associated features. The cutting is 

orientated east/left to west/right 

Overlying Deposits: F3001 was the context number allocated to the topsoil, a layer averaging 0.2m in depth 
which covered the entirety of Cutting 3. Mid greyish brown in colour with occasional pebble and small 
stone inclusions, F3001 overlay F3002 and contained some 146 finds, including 34 sherds of medieval 
pottery and 79 sherds of post-mediaeval pottery, in conjunction with occasional prehistoric lithics, 
indicating disturbance to the site from centuries of agricultural activity. F3002 was a yellowish grey silty 
sand, averaging 0.2m thick, with occasional stone and pebble inclusions. It also covered the entire cutting 
may represent an agricultural layer, probably having been heavily ploughed over time, as it contained multi-
period finds, including medieval pottery (n=17), post-medieval pottery (n=22), a sherd of glass, pottery 
waters etc. F3002 overlay F3004 and F3006 two isolated patch of yellow moderately compact clay toward 
the western limits of Cutting 3; similar clays were observed in the 2021 excavations, where they were used 
as a clay bonding in walls. It is possible both F3004 and F3006 derive from the disturbance of walls and/or 
surfaces on site and if so could broadly relate to rubble deposit F3003, which also directly underlay F3002. 
An unexcavated isolated patch of loose charcoal-stained silt was also recorded at the northwest extreme 
of Cutting 3, which is likely to be modern in date; this deposit directly overlay F3002. 
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F3003 was a rubble deposit, averaging 0.3m thick, consisting of c. 50% stone mixed with mortar and a dark 
grey sandy silt. The stone was all angular (predominantly green/grey volcanics) and flat (c. 0.05m) in depth. 
The rubble likely derives from the collapse/demolition of the eastern range and more specifically walls 
F3007 and F3008. As the rubble F3003 did not extend to the east of wall F3007, it appears the eastern wall 
of the east range collapsed inward F3003 overlay a range of features and deposits including F3007, F3015, 
F3021, F3026, F3016 and F3022. F3003 contained a range of finds including five pottery waters, eight 
pieces of medieval pot and nine post-medieval pottery sherds. The deposit, and associated quarrying 
activity, seem to have significantly impacted on the integrity of the underlying archaeological strata in 
localised areas within the cutting.  

 
Figure 1.23: Rubble F3003, with wall F3008 visible in the foreground. Note also F3001 and F3002 visible in the 

section face 

Features within the East Range: As stated the internal east range space is defined by two walls namely 
F3007 (the eastern range wall) and F3008 (the western range wall). F3007 (measuring 2.7m x 1.25m x 0.3m 
in maximum dimensions) generally consisted of a single course, occasionally extending to a second course. 
The stone consisted or large sub-rounded (c. 0.3m³) ‘field-stone’ presumably collected from the glacial tills. 
Of note the stone was extremely similar to that used in the wall of the southern range excavated in 2021 
(Shine, Mandal et al. 2021) but markedly different to that observed in the western range. F3008 was clay 
bonded, but the observed mortar in the adjacent rubble F3003, and indeed the mortar observed in the 
extant St Mary’s, which forms the northern range of the monastery, indicates the upper coursing may have 
been mortar bonded originally. It is also considered likely that the upper coursing may have been much 
better arranged and square, like that observed at the western range, based both on the nature of stone in 
rubble F3003 and that used in St Mary’s Abbey. As such the sub-rounded stone that is present in F3007 
may have been preferred as a foundation layer only. F3007 was laid directly on F3010, a moderately 
compact yellow silty clay. It was poisoned directly beneath topsoil (F3001) and was not overlaid by rubble 
F3003, indicating any collapse of F3007 occurred inward/westward.  

F3008 (measuring 2.7m x 1.25m x 0.35m in maximum dimensions) was very similar to F3007 generally also 
consisting of a single course of large sub-rounded (c. 0.3m³) ‘field-stone’ with an occasional second course. 
Like with F3007 the stone was extremely similar to that used in the wall of the southern range but markedly 
different to that observed in the western range. F3008 was clay bonded, but as stated it is considered likely 
that the upper coursing may have been mortar bonded and much better arranged; this supposition is based 
again on the stone in F3003 and that used in St Mary’s Abbey (which is all squared stone).  
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Figure 1.24: Wall F3007, the eastern range wall. Note also the sondage through F3009, a clay thrown down to level 

the internal space in the range 

 
Figure 1.25: Wall F3008, the western range wall, with cut [F3030] (east side) = [F3031] 

F3008, unlike F3007, was laid in a foundation cut [F3031] = [F3030]. To avoid removing the wall a full section 
was not placed across F3008, so the fill of the cut was recorded separately on either side of the wall, namely 
F3021 to the east of F3008 and F3026 to the west of it. Both these fills, being effectively the same fill, were 
a yellow/brown moderately compact silty clay. Of note F3026 contained two sherds of medieval pottery, 
but also two possible post-medieval sherds. It is possible that the post-medieval finds have entered 
intrusively from F3003, as this rubble deposit (and the quarrying/levelling it represents) has caused 
significant disturbance to the immediate underlying stratigraphy in places. Wall cut [F3031] = [F3030] cuts 
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through grave cut [F3019] inside the east range and possible graves F3025 and F3026 outside the range, in 
the area that would typically contain an ambulatory. Dating of the burial in [F3019] will provide a terminus 
post quem for the wall cut in due course, while radiometric dating in general should help further refine the 
age of the walls, which currently appear to date to the twelfth to fourteenth centuries. Cut [F3031] = 
[F3030] was likely to be U-shaped (although as stated the base was not exposed) with a generally sharp 
break of slope at the top, near vertical sides and a sharp break of slope at the base, which was flat where 
it was exposed. The total width of the cut was 2.1m across, with an average depth of 0.2m.  

As stated, [F3031] = [F3030] cut through grave cut [F3019], which was positioned inside the east range. 
This cut measured 1.2m x 0.5m x 0.2m (but was truncated at its western end). The cut was U-shaped with 
a sharp break of slope at the top on its northern side, and a more gradual break of slope at the top on its 
southern side. The sides were straight on the north, sloping on the south, with a gradual break of slope at 
the base, which was straight. The cut was into natural subsoil and contained F3018, a moderately 
compacted mid grey stony clay, which was devoid of artefacts with the exception of four extremely 
corroded pieces of metal which were too eroded to identify; these may be an artefact (button?) or simply 
fragmented pieces of slag.  

The burial was excavated by project bioarchaeologist Dr Anna Maria Diana, after consultation with the 
relevant statutory organisations. The description given herein is based on Dr Diana’s initial observations, 
with a full report on the burial still pending: 

Burial 1 was firstly identified after the exposure of anatomically connected bones from a right arm and right 
femur possibly belonging to the same individual and presenting a west to east orientation. After further 
stratigraphic excavation of adjacent and overlaying contexts, it was ascertained that the burial was a 
primary deposition (subsequently recorded as Burial 1A). As stated, the head and associated cervical 
vertebrae were cut by foundation cut [F3030] = [F3031] for wall F3008; similarly the feet were also 
removed, possibly by adjacent fire-pit [F3029], although this was not definitively confirmed during 
excavation. The individual was laid to rest in supine position, with both their hands resting on the lower 
abdomen, the right leg extended and the left leg slightly flexed. During the process of full exposure of the 
skeleton, skeletal and dental remains of an infant/juvenile (Burial 1B) were also found on the individual’s 
left side, at the level of the left arm. 

The state of preservation of the remains varied and was quite different by skeletal area but could be 
described as fair to poor, overall. Skeletal completeness of the adult individual (between 50 and 75%) was 
also clearly affected by both post-depositional human activity and taphonomic damage. In fact, while the 
skull and both feet were removed by later building(?) activities, the left side of the pelvis and the second 
half of the lower limbs had nearly completely ‘dissolved’, the latter consisting of only a few fragments of 
long bone (left fibula and proximal tibiae), or a faint stain in the soil. From individual 1B’s skeleton part of 
the rib cage, recognisable from some rib fragments (which crumbled into very small fragments once lifted), 
one long bone fragment, and a couple of teeth survived. 

Individual 1A was a (possibly) mature adult, probably female given the gracile morphology of the bones. It 
is not yet possible to give a more accurate assessment until osteological analyses is completed, but it can 
be anticipated that metrical analysis will be crucial given the absence of the skull and the poorly preserved 
pelvic bones. Size of the bone fragments and dentition associated with individual 1B indicate a juvenile, 
possibly an infant, although specific age can only be assessed after analysis of the dentition and, possibly, 
the long bone fragment. 

Of note the bones from the left side of the skeleton 1A were observed as being slightly lifted in comparison 
to the right side. The unusual curvature of the spine of Burial 1A, and the severe taphonomic damage below 
the knee and in the area where the juvenile was laid to rest are also unusual aspects that require further 
interpretation. Finally, the tightly, anatomically connected bones from the rib cage, hands, right upper limb 
and shoulders (with the left patella still in its original position) point towards decomposition in a filled space 
and perhaps the possibility that the body of the deceased was shrouded or wrapped in a cloth, although it 
should be stated that no evidence of this, such as shroud pins, was found during excavation despite a 
thorough sieving program. Displacement and poorer condition of upper and lower limbs from the left side 
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of the adult skeleton, in addition with the scarcely preserved juvenile skeleton, indicates post-depositional 
disturbance of the grave, which will also impact the archaeological record associated with the burial.  

 
Figure 1.26: Burial 1a (and 1B) during excavation, note the truncation on the western side by [F3030] the cut for wall 

F3008 

 
Figure 1.27: Burial 1a (and 1B) during excavation 

In addition to grave cut [F3019] the internal space between walls F3007 and F3008 contained several other 
internal features including levelling deposits F3011 = F3033 (hereinafter referred to as F3011) and F3016, 
ex-situ burnt deposits F3012 and F3015, surface F3009 = F3023 (hereinafter referred to as F3009) and 
localised rubble F3013. A single cut feature, a fire-put, namely [F3029] filled by F3022 and F3028 was also 
excavated. These features are described here in stratigraphic order.  
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F3013 was a compacted yellow stony/clay, c. 50% large stone measuring c. 0.3m³, which lay directly 
underlay the aforementioned rubble F3003. This rubble deposit most likely represents a localised collapsing 
of the lower courses of wall F3007 to its immediate east and contained only four artefacts, including a 
single sherd each of medieval and post-medieval pottery. Beneath F3013 was F3015, a moderately compact 
patchy deposit of ex-situ dark orangish/black silty clay/charcoal (measuring c. 1.35m x 1.3m x 0.1m). This 
was one of two areas of ex-situ burning documented within the cutting the other being F3012, a compact 
red gritty clay (measuring 0.7m x 0.6m x 0.03m in exposed extent). Both these deposits are likely to derive 
from hearth/fire-pit [F3029]. F3015 is thought to be located at the original medieval occupational level, a 
conclusion which is supported by it containing 43 artefacts, including some 31 sherds of medieval pottery. 
These burnt features overlay a series of levelling deposits which appear to have been thrown down to level 
the internal floor of the east range interior. Underneath F3015 was F3016 a localised deposit of stone, 
mixed with a moderately compact, charcoal-stained silty clay (measuring 2.8m x 2.7m x 0.2m). This stone 
appears to have been laid down to level the subsidence in the underlying floor surface F3011 and contained 
a mix of finds (n=11) including two pottery wasters, five ferrous artefacts, a sherd of medieval pottery and 
two sherds of post-medieval pottery – the latter presumably being intrusions within the deposit. F3011 is 
thought to preserve the ephemeral remains of a floor surface in this area of the east range and consisted 
of an irregular/patchy deposit of compacted reddish brown silty clay, mixed with c. 50% small stone. The 
feature measured c. 5.1m x 2.7m x 0.1m extending across most of the internal range space but was severely 
degraded/damaged in places by rubble deposit F3003, which directly overlay it in many cases. F3011 was 
only excavated in sondage but a pottery waster and a single partial roof slate were still recovered from 
within it. As stated, where F3011 has subsided, efforts had been made to re-level the surface, such as in 
the instance of F3016. F3011 appeared to be cut by wall cut [F3031] = [F3030] (although its patchy nature, 
and the cessation of excavations at this level made this hard to confirm) as well as the possible hearth/fire-
pit [F3029]. F3011 directly overlay F3009 a deposit of compact mid brown/yellow silt clay with frequent 
pebble and sub-rounded stone inclusions, containing a single ferrous find. Like F3011, F3009 was left in-
situ and only assessed through the excavation of a sondage. F3009 extended most of the east range 
interior, measuring 5.1m x 2.7m; it varied in average thickness from 0.4m to 0.2 and got noticeably deeper 
at it progressed from west to east, to compensate for an obvious fall in ground level in this direction. F3009 
appears to have been thrown down to level the internal ground surface, before laying F3011 on top of it.  

 
Figure 1.28: Cutting 3 at mid-excavation stage with walls F3007 (background) and F3008 clearly visible together with 

ex-situ charcoal deposit F3015 and stone levelling deposit F3016 
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Figure 1.29: Sondage, abutting wall F3007, through F3009 and F3011, with patchy surface F3011 visible surrounding 

it. Note fire-pit [3029] visible in the bottom left corner 

As stated, F3011 was also cut by hearth [F3029], which continued under the southern baulk but measured 
0.86m x 0.93m x 0.5m in exposed extent. The pit had a U-shaped profile with a sharp break of slope at the 
top, vertical slides and a sharp break of slope at the base, which was flat. The pit contained two fills, F3022 
and F3028. The primary fill (F3028) was a moderately compact mid orange/grey clayey silt with frequent 
stone inclusions; of note this fill, in addition to a large amount of stone, contained a lot of vitrified 
clay/daub, including some with clear wattle marks that remain to be fully assessed; collectively the stone 
and clay/daub indicate a possible collapsed structure/surround from above [F3029]. F3028 also contained 
five metal artefacts and 27 sherds of medieval pottery. The tertiary fill, F3022, was a moderately compact 
dark orange/black clayey silt with moderate stone inclusions and a large quantity of finds (n=63), including 
53 sherds of medieval pottery. Collectively the evidence of burning represented by [F3029], together with 
rake out burnt deposits F3012 and F3015, indicates a substantial amount of heat in this area of the east 
range, inferring Cutting 3 is across the calefactory of the monastery (see below). 

Claustral Garth: To the west of wall F3008 the upper stratigraphy was the same as that observed within the 
east range: topsoil F3001, overlying deposit F3002, itself overlying rubble F3003. F3017, a brown/yellow 
gritty clay, was also recorded under F3001, but during excavation it became clear this was a variation of 
F3002. Beneath F3003, was F3036, a moderately compact mid yellow/grey silty clay with small stone 
inclusions; this feature was reminiscent of both the levelling clay (F3009) and metalled surface (F3011) in 
the east range and has tentatively been interpreted as a possible ambulatory surface, largely based on its 
position relative to wall F3008. Three possible burials were cut through F3036; as it was the strategy of the 
excavation to avoid human remains where possible, all these features were left in-situ and so only recorded 
as fills as follows:  

• F3024 was an oval (?) east-west orientated feature (measuring 1.0m x 0.3m), which continued 
outside the northwestern limit of excavation and was truncated by wall cut [F3031] = [F3030] at its 
eastern extent. The fill consisted of a moderately compact, mid yellow/brown clayey silt with 
moderate stone inclusions.  

• F3025 was an oval, east-west orientated feature (measuring 0.7m (?) x 0.7m), which continued 
outside the northwestern limit of excavation and was truncated by wall cut [F3031] = [F3030] at its 
eastern extent. The fill consisted of a moderately compact, mid yellow/brown clayey silt. A portion 
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of probable long bone (femur?) was observed at the surface of F3025 but was not exposed and left 
in-situ.  

• F3037 was an oval, east-west orientated feature (measuring 0.68m x 0.27m), which originally 
continued outside the northwestern limit of excavation. The fill consisted of a moderately compact, 
light yellow/grey clayey silt with moderate stone inclusions. F3037 was subsequently fully exposed 
when Cutting 3 was discreetly extended at its northwestern corner.  

 
Figure 1.30: Fire-pit [3029] mid-excavation, with some of the stone in basal fill F3028 still visible  

F3024 and F3025 are likely to represent adult burials and were clearly orientated parallel to each other, 
i.e., presumably forming part of a burial row. F3037 could represent an infant burial and was positioned 
between F3024 and F3025 and also clearly on an east west axis. As stated, no excavation of these features 
was undertaken on site. Two other features were also recorded, but not excavated, west of wall F3008, 
namely F3034 and F3035. Both these features were recorded in a small westerly extension (measuring 
1.9m x 0.7m) at the northwestern corner of the cutting. This extension was undertaken to ascertain key 
information, namely if the remains of a claustral wall/arcade or the claustral garth could be differentiated 
archaeologically. Both features were located below F3001 to F3003. F3035 appeared cut through F3036 
(the ambulatory surface) in its western side and consisted of a linear ‘fill’ of loose mid-brown silty clay 
(north to south orientated and measuring 0.7m x 0.5m). Disarticulated human bone, including three pieces 
of cranial fragments and a mandible with three teeth were identified on the surface of this feature and 
excavations immediately ceased with the remains left in-situ. The human remains were assessed and 
recorded by the project bioarchaeologist Dr Anna Maria Diana, who concluded that they were poorly 
preserved, showing signs of severe taphonomic damage, with some bones only visible as ‘stains’ in the soil. 
The teeth, identified from the Brothwell Chart are likely from an individual c. 35-45 years of age; 
unfortunately, enough of the cranial fragments was not exposed to make any meaningful identification 
possible. Without excavation it was not possible to confirm the function of F3035 but noting both its 
location, where one might expect a cloister wall/arcade, its marked difference to F3036 (the possible 
ambulatory surface) and the features width (0.5m), it is tempting to associate F3035 with a trench or 
robber-trench related to a cloister wall; such a supposition will require additional analyses and/or 
excavation to confirm. Of note, to the immediate west of F3035 was F3034, an unexcavated deposit of 
moderately compacted mid grey/brown silt with occasional stone inclusions (but notably no disarticulated 
human remains). Should F3035 represent the remains of a claustral wall than F3034 is likely to be the 
ground surface of the claustral garth.  
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Figure 1.31: Possible grave cuts F3025 and F3024 emphasised in black, with the location of the long bone also 

emphasised. Both features are clearly cut by wall foundation [F3031] 

 
Figure 1.32: The disarticulated bone in F3035 (central) with probable infant/juvenile grave F3037 and grave F3024 

visible to the immediate east. Note also the difference in the yellow deposit, F3036, on the right to the darker 
deposit, F3034, to the left of F3035 

Outside the East Range: East of wall F3007, i.e., outside the east range, the stratigraphy was markedly 
different to within the east range with a notable absence of rubble deposit F3003. Beneath topsoil F3001 
was F3014, a loose and friable stony silty clay, representing an intervening agricultural layer between F3001 
and F3010; this deposit appears to represent a natural accumulation (whereas F3003 derives from the 
inward/westerly collapse of the range walls) and contained seven artefacts including a pottery waster and 
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four sherds of medieval pottery. F3010, underlying F3014, was a moderately compact yellow/orange silty 
clay, which may represent the relict medieval external ground surface, containing only medieval finds (two 
pottery wasters and four medieval pot sherds); as stated previously wall F3007 was also built atop F3010. 
F3010 was cut by a single feature within the cutting, namely pit [F3032], which was only partly exposed at 
the cuttings northwest corner. Where exposed, this pit had a gradual break of slope at the top and steeply 
sloping sides; its excavated extent measured 1.74m x 1.61m with the feature only excavated for a depth of 
0.6m before excavation was discontinued as the overall depth of the cutting did not allow further safe 
excavation. The pit contained two fills, a tertiary fill F3020, lying atop a secondary (or primary?) fill, F3027. 
F3020 was a loose and friable mid yellow/grey silty sand containing regular large stone, including a splayed 
windowsill and an amount of disarticulated human bone as well as a pottery waster, six ferrous artefacts 
and seven medieval pot sherds. F3027 was a moderately compact mid yellow/grey silty clay with frequent 
pebble inclusions; it was similar in composition to natural subsoil but contained two ferrous finds and four 
sherds of medieval pottery. Pit [F3032] appears to represent a midden/rubbish pit, whose fills are similar 
to the uppermost fills excavated in the cess pit in Cutting 1 in 2021 (Shine, Mandal et al. 2021). 
Unfortunately, as stated, the lower fills of the pit could not be excavated so its full function is not 
ascertained. However, the presence of architectural fragments in the pit, together with disarticulated 
human bone, indicates the demolition (or alteration) of structures on site (which may also have disturbed 
burials); this probably occurred in the medieval period, based on the pit only containing medieval artefacts.  

 
Figure 1.33: Pit [F3032] mid-excavation. Note wall F3007 to the immediate left and the rubble-like nature of upper fill 

F3020 
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Figure 1.34: Post-excavation plan of Cutting 3 

 
Figure 1.35: Section of Cutting 3’s southern baulk 
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F. No. F. Type F. Period Length 
(m) 

Width 
(m) 

Depth 
(m) 

Feature Description Interpretation Fill of 
Cut 

Finds Sample 

3001 Topsoil Modern 11.30m 2.70m 0.20m Friable and loose grey/ brown 
sandy silt with pebble 
inclusions. 

Topsoil in Cutting 3.  - Stone (5), KW/PW* 
(14), Glass (3), Metal 
(11), Med. Pot. (34), 
Post-Med. Pot. (79) 
(Total 146)  

Animal Bone <02; 04; 
08; 10; 11; 22; 53>, 
Metal Working 
Activity <09; 54; 88; 
89>  

3002 Deposit Early 
Modern?  

8.04m 2.70m 0.30m Moderately compact dark, 
yellow/grey silty sand with 
pebble and stone inclusions. 

Interface between F3001 and F3003, representing 
an agricultural layer covering the entire cutting, 
which is likely to have been heavily ploughed over-
time as it contained multi-period finds. Also 
recorded as F3017 west of wall F3008.  

- Stone (2), KW/PW (3), 
Glass (1), Metal (6), 
Med. Pot. (17), Post-
Med. Pot. (22) (Total 
51) 

Animal Bone <01; 03; 
07; 18; 24; 26; 27; 28; 
57>, Metal Working 
Activity <06; 33; 34; 
59; 83>, Mortar <87>, 
Shell <32> 

3003 Deposit Post-
Medieval? 

5.00m 2.70m 0.40m Rubble deposit of dark 
yellow/grey sandy silt mixed 
with c. 50% stone, averaging 
0.05-0.1m thick, and mortar. 
 

Rubble deposit deriving from the 
collapse/demolition of the eastern range and more 
specifically walls F3007 and F3008. Stone in the 
rubble is similar to that in St Mary’s and also the 
‘western range’ as exposed in Cutting 1 in 2021. 
F3003 was more concentrated toward the eastern 
range wall (F3007) indicating it may predominantly 
derive from the demolition of that wall possibly as 
part of Dissolution activities. 

- Stone (2), KW/PW (5), 
Metal (2), Med. Pot. (8), 
Post-Med. Pot. (9) 
(Total 25)  

Animal Bone <21; 31; 
70; 80>, Metal 
Working Activity <35; 
38; 69>, Shell <82> 

3004 Deposit Post-
Medieval?  

2.00m 0.90m 0.10m Oblong/linear, orientated 
north to south; Moderately 
compact yellow/orange silty 
clay. 

Redeposited subsoil clay at interface of F3001 and 
F3003. May originally derive from clay bonded wall 
or foundation, possibly F3008.  

- Stone (1) (Total 1) - 

3005 Deposit Modern? 0.30m 0.35m - Circular(?) deposit of 
moderately compact dark 
black/grey silt and charcoal. 

Charcoal deposit at interface between F3001 and 
F3002. Feature was only partially exposed at the 
southwest corner of the cutting and was not 
excavated. 

- Med. Pot. (2) (Total 2) Animal Bone <05; 17>  

3006 Deposit Post-
Medieval? 

0.30m 0.35m - Circular(?) deposit of 
moderately compact dark 
grey/yellow silty clay 

Deposition of yellow clay similar to F3004 at 
interface of F3001 and F3003. Possibly originally 
derives from a clay bonded feature such as adjacent 
wall F3008. Feature was only partially exposed at 
the southwest corner of the cutting and was not 
excavated. 

- - Animal Bone <19>, 
Metal Working 
Activity <36> 

3007 Wall Medieval 2.70m 1.25m 0.30m Linear, orientated north to 
south; composed of one to 
two random courses of 
volcanics, with occasional 
granite, with a clay bonding.  

Eastern wall of eastern range. Only base foundation 
level remains of or large sub-rounded (c. 0.3m³) 
‘field-stone’ presumably collected from the glacial 
tills. The stone was extremely similar to that used in 
the wall of the southern range excavated in 2021 
(Shine, Mandal et al. 2021) but markedly different 
to that observed in the western range. While F3007 
was clay bonded, the observed mortar in the 
adjacent rubble F3003, and indeed the mortar 
observed in the extant St Mary’s Abbey, which 
forms the ‘northern range’ of the monastery, 

- - Animal Bone <58> 
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F. No. F. Type F. Period Length 
(m) 

Width 
(m) 

Depth 
(m) 

Feature Description Interpretation Fill of 
Cut 

Finds Sample 

indicates the upper coursing may have been mortar 
bonded. F3007 was one of two walls (the other 
being F3008) which bookended the east range. 
F3007 was constructed directly on clay F3010.  

3008 Wall Medieval 2.70m 1.25m 0.35m Linear, orientated north to 
south; composed of one to 
two random courses of 
volcanics, with occasional 
granite, with a clay bonding.  

Eastern wall of eastern range. Only base foundation 
level remains of or large sub-rounded (c. 0.3m³) 
‘field-stone’ presumably collected from the glacial 
tills. The stone was extremely similar to that used in 
the wall of the southern range excavated in 2021 
(Shine, Mandal et al. 2021) but markedly different 
to that observed in the western range. While F3008 
was clay bonded, the observed mortar in the 
adjacent rubble F3003, and indeed the mortar 
observed in the extant St Mary’s Abbey, which 
forms the ‘northern range’ of the monastery, 
indicates the upper coursing may have been mortar 
bonded. F3008 was one of two walls (the other 
being F3007) which bookended the east range. 
F3008 was constructed in a foundation cut [F3030] 
= [F3031] 

- - - 

3009 Deposit 
 

Medieval 5.10m 2.70m 0.20m? Linear, orientated north to 
south; mid-brown/yellow, 
moderately compact silty clay 
with small stone inclusions.  

Clay leveling deposit (also recorded as F3023) put 
down within the eastern range before laying 
pebble/metaled surface F3033. The feature gets 
discernibly deeper from east to east to compensate 
for an obvious fall in the ground level in this 
direction. F3009 was not excavated and only 
assessed through a 1.60m sondage, located off 
F3007. F3009 is similar to the F3036, a clay deposit, 
possibly serving as an ambulatory surface.  

- Metal (1) (Total 1)  Animal Bone <20> 

3010 Deposit Medieval 2.70m 2.00m 0.20m Unknown shape and 
orientation; consisting of 
yellow/orange moderately 
compact silty clay with 
occasional stone and pebble 
inclusions 

Deposit encountered to the east of wall F3008, with 
F3008 also seemingly built on F3010, although the 
wall was not excavated. The deposit is consistent 
with a subsoil/topsoil mix and could represent the 
medieval ground surface  

- KW/PW (2), Med. Pot. 
(4) (Total 6)  

Animal Bone <16; 25; 
81> 

3011 Deposit Medieval 5.10m 2.70m 0.10m Linear, orientated north to 
south; consisting of light 
reddish brown very compact 
silty clay with 40-50% 
irregular and sub-rounded 
small stone inclusions.  

Possible floor surface of calefactory (also recorded 
as F3033) consisting of small stone pressed into 
underlying clay F3009 = F3023. Cut by possible 
hearth [F3029] and the foundation cut for wall 
F3008, [F3030] =[F3031]. Where F3011 has sunken 
localised deposits have been placed down, most 
obviously F3016 in the centre of the cutting, to 
relevel the surface.  

- Stone (1), KW/PW (1) 
(Total 2) 

Animal Bone <30> 

3012 Deposit Medieval 0.70m 0.60m 3cm Irregular deposit without any 
obvious orientation; 

Raked out burnt layer, probably related to hearth 
put [F3029) and also ex-situ burning F3015. 

- - Animal Bone <43> 
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F. No. F. Type F. Period Length 
(m) 

Width 
(m) 

Depth 
(m) 

Feature Description Interpretation Fill of 
Cut 

Finds Sample 

consisting of an oxidized red, 
compact and gritty clay with 
occasional pebble and 
frequent charcoal inclusions. 

Collectively these features may be evidence that 
Cutting 3 is positioned over the calefactory of the 
monastery.  

3013 Deposit Post-
Medieval? 

2.10m 1.60m 0.30m Irregular deposit without 
orientation; consisting of 
yellow, compacted stony clay 
with occasional charcoal 
inclusions. 

Localised stone and clay deposit apparently 
representing the collapse of lower courses of wall 
F3007 to its immediate east. The stone in F3013, 
being large subrounded stone c. 30cm³, is much 
more consistent with F3007 that overlying rubble 
F3003.  

- Stone (1), Metal (1), 
Med. Pot. (1), Post-
Med. Pot. (1) (Total 3) 

Animal Bone <23; 
56>, Botanic <12>, 
Metal Working 
Activity <44> 

3014 Deposit Post-
Medieval? 

2.70m 1.90m 0.20m Unknown shape and 
orientation; consisting of a 
mid-brown, friable and loose, 
stony clay with occasional 
charcoal inclusions. 

Intervening layer between topsoil and underlying 
clay layer F3010, to immediate east of wall F3007. 
The deposit is located immediately outside the 
eastern range and markedly different to rubble 
deposit F3003 immediately inside the range. Likely 
represents an agricultural layer.  

- Stone (2), KW/PW (1), 
Metal (1), Med. Pot. (4) 
(Total 7)  

Animal Bone <45; 
46>, Metal Working 
Activity <39> 

3015 Deposit Medieval 1.35m 1.30m 0.12m Circular (?) deposit consisting 
of a dark orange/black 
moderately compact 
silt/charcoal with moderate 
stone inclusions. 

Raked out burnt layer, probably related to hearth 
put [F3029) and also ex-situ burning F3012. 
Collectively these features may be evidence that 
Cutting 3 is positioned over the calefactory of the 
monastery. Charcoal is set within and over stone 
F3016.  

- Stone (1), Metal (10), 
Med. Pot. (31), Post-
Med. Pot. (1) (Total 43) 

Animal Bone <14; 29; 
70; 72; 50; 68>, 
Botanic <49; 51>, 
Metal Working 
Activity <37> 

3016 Deposit Medieval 2.80m 2.70m 0.2m Circular (?) deposit consisting 
of a moderately compact 
grey/black stony silty clay with 
yellow flecks.  

Deposit of stone an in central portion of the east 
range which has been laid down where F3011 has 
subsided to relevel the surface. Covered by charcoal 
‘raked out deposit’ F3015. 

- Stone (2), KW/PW (2), 
Metal (5), Med. Pot. (1), 
Post-Med. Pot. (2) 
(Total 11) 

Animal Bone <47> 
 

3017 Deposit Early-
Modern? 

2.70m 1.20m 0.30m Resolved as the same deposit as F3002, west of range wall F3008.  - Metal (1), Med. Pot. (5), 
Post-Med. Pot. (2) 
(Total 8) 

Animal Bone <15; 77> 

3018 Fill Medieval 1.20m 0.50m 0.2m Oval, orientated east to west; 
consisting of moderately 
compacted mid-grey/yellow 
stony clay with occasional 
charcoal inclusions. 

Grave fill of [F3019] containing possible small 
female (B1a) and associated infant (B1b) skeletal 
remains. Cut by wall trench [F3030] = [F3031] and 
cut through surface F3011. Fill contained four tiny 
fragments of metal, which are so heavily eroded it is 
currently impossible to ascertain if they are an 
artefact (button?) or slag.  

- - Animal Bone <13> 

3019 Cut Medieval 1.20m 0.50m 0.20m Oval grave cut orientated east 
to west. Cut has a sharp break 
of slope at the top on its 
northern side, and a more 
gradual break of slope at the 
top on its southern side. The 
sides were straight on the 
north, sloping on the south, 
with a gradual break of slope 

Grave cut immediately inside of eastern range wall 
F3008 which is cut by walls foundation cut [F3030] = 
[F3031], crucially meaning the burial apparently 
pre-dates the eastern range. Probable grave cuts 
F3025 and F3024, which were not excavated, were 
also cut by the wall cut to the immediate west of 
F3008.  

3018  - 
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F. No. F. Type F. Period Length 
(m) 

Width 
(m) 

Depth 
(m) 

Feature Description Interpretation Fill of 
Cut 

Finds Sample 

at the base, which was 
straight/slightly concave.  

3020 Fill Medieval    Circular (?) fill consisting of 
mid-yellow/grey friable silty 
sand and rubble with frequent 
small stone inclusions.  

Tertiary fill of pit [F3032], which contained a 
number of pieces of disarticulated human bone, 
architectural fragments and a range of finds. 
Presumably placed into probable midden pit 
[F3032] to place it out of use.  
 

- Stone (1), KW/PW (1), 
Metal (6), Med. Pot. (7) 
(Total 14) 

Animal Bone <42; 60; 
63; 65> 

3021 Fill Medieval 2.70m 0.40m 0.20m Linear orientated north to 
south; consisting of 
yellow/brown moderately 
compact silty/gritty clay with 
occasional bone and charcoal 
inclusions. 

Fill of wall cut [F3030], the number allocated to the 
cut at the eastern side of wall F3008. The equivalent 
fill, to the west of wall F3008, was recorded as 
F3026 since wall F3008 was not excavated.  

- - Animal Bone <67> 

3022 Fill Medieval 0.9m 0.90m 0.40m Square (?) fill consisting of 
dark orange/black moderately 
compact and friable slightly 
clayey silt/charcoal with 
frequent small stone 
inclusions.  

Tertiary fill of fire-pit [F3029], containing large 
concentration of medieval pot sherds. Probably 
related to ex-situ burnt deposits F3012 and F3015. 
Collectively these features may be evidence that 
Cutting 3 is positioned over the calefactory of the 
monastery. 

- Stone (3), Metal (7), 
Med. Pot. (53) (Total 
63) 

Animal Bone <40; 71; 
75; 78>, Botanic <41; 
48; 76>, Burnt Clay 
<74> 

3023 Deposit Medieval 5.10m 2.70m 0.20m? See 3009.  
 

 Stone (1), Med. Pot. (1) 
(Total 2) 

Botanic <86> 

3024 Fill Medieval 1.00m 0.30m - Oval ‘fill’ orientated east to 
west; consisting of a 
yellow/brown moderately 
compact clayey silt with 
occasional small stone 
inclusions.  

Fill of probable grave directly west of wall F3008, 
i.e. in the area which should contain the ambulatory 
(F3036). Thought to represent an adult grave, which 
is directly parallel to F3025, with the features likely 
indicating a burial row. Possible infant burial F3037 
is also located between F3024 and F3025; both 
F3024 and F3025 (as well as [F3019] within the east 
range) are cut by [F3030] = [F3031] the wall 
foundation cut for F3008, indicating they pre-date 
the eastern range. All of F3024, F3025 and F3037 
were left in-situ and not excavated.  

- - - 

3025 Fill Medieval 0.70m 0.60m - Oval fill orientated east to 
west; consisting of a mid-
yellow/brown moderately 
compact clayey silt. 

Fill of probable grave directly west of wall F3008, 
i.e. in the area which should contain the ambulatory 
(F3036). Thought to represent an adult grave, which 
is directly parallel to F3024, with the features likely 
indicating a burial row. Possible infant burial F3037 
is also located between F3024 and F3025; both 
F3024 and F3025 (as well as [F3019] within the east 
range) are cut by [F3030] = [F3031] the wall 
foundation cut for F3008, indicating they pre-date 
the eastern range. All of F3024, F3025 and F3037 
were left in-situ and not excavated. 

? - - 
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F. No. F. Type F. Period Length 
(m) 

Width 
(m) 

Depth 
(m) 

Feature Description Interpretation Fill of 
Cut 

Finds Sample 

3026 Fill Medieval 2.70m 0.40m 0.30m Linear orientated north to 
south; consisting of 
moderately compact 
yellow/brown silty clay. 

Fill of wall cut [F3031], the number allocated to the 
cut at the western side of wall F3008. The 
equivalent fill, to the east of wall F3008, was 
recorded as F3021, since wall F3008 was not 
excavated. Of note F3026 contained a mix of finds, 
which could indicate post-medieval disturbance to 
the cut, possibly from the overlying rubble F3003 
which significantly impacted underlying 
stratigraphy, or during the quarrying of wall F3008.  

3031 Glass (1), Metal (2), 
Med. Pot. (2), Post-
Med. Pot. (2) (Total 7) 

Animal Bone <64> 

3027 Fill Medieval 1.72m 1.61m 0.20m Circular fill consisting of a 
mid-grey/yellow moderately 
compact silty clay with 
frequent stone inclusions. 

Possible primary or secondary fill of pit [F3029], the 
exact nature of which could not be confirmed since 
the feature was not excavated due to health and 
safety constraints. Fill is similar to a redeposited 
natural subsoil. 

3032 Metal (2), Med. Pot. (4) 
(Total 6) 

Animal Bone <55; 66> 

3028 Fill Medieval  0.86m 0.93m 0.30m Square(?) fill consisting of a 
mid-orange/grey moderately 
compact stony and clayey silt 
with frequent stone 
inclusions.  

Tertiary fill of fire-pit [F3029]. Probably related to 
ex-situ burnt deposits F3012 and F3015. Collectively 
these features may be evidence that Cutting 3 is 
positioned over the calefactory of the monastery. 
Of note, the fill contained a large amount of bigger 
stone as well a lot of vitrified clay/daub, some with 
wattle marks that remain to be fully assessed, 
indicating a possible collapsed structure or surround 
from above [F3029]. A piece of lead came was also 
found in F3028.  

- Metal (5), Med. Pot. 
(27) (Total 32)  

Animal Bone <73>, 
Burnt Clay <62> 

3029 Cut Medieval 0.86m 0.93m 0.54m Square (?) pit cut with a sharp 
break of slope at the top, 
vertical slides and a sharp 
break of slope at the base, 
which was flat. 

Cut of fire-pit, which together with ex-situ burnt 
deposits F3012 and F3015, may collectively indicate 
that Cutting 3 is positioned over the calefactory of 
the monastery. Of note the basal fill (F3028) 
contained evidence of a structure 
above/surrounding [F3029] while the tertiary fill 
(F3022] contained a large amount of medieval 
pottery.  

3022, 
3028 

- - 

3030 Cut Medieval 2.10m 0.40m 0.20m Linear cut, orientated east to 
west was likely to be U-
shaped (although the feature 
was not fully excavated) with 
a generally sharp break of 
slope at the top, near vertical 
sides and a sharp break of 
slope at the base, which was 
flat where it was exposed. 

[F3030] is number allocated to the cut at the 
eastern side of wall F3008. The equivalent cut, to 
the west of wall F3008, was recorded as [F3031], 
since wall F3008 was not excavated. [F3030] = 
[F3031] is the foundation cut for wall F3008, and 
notably cuts through grave cut [F3019], as well as 
probable graves F3024 and F3025, indicating the 
east range post-dates the burials in this area of the 
site. 

3021 - - 

3031 Cut Medieval 2.10m 0.40m 0.30m Linear cut, orientated east to 
west was likely to be U-
shaped (although the feature 
was not fully excavated) with 

[F3031] is number allocated to the cut at the 
western side of wall F3008. The equivalent cut, to 
the east of wall F3008, was recorded as [F3030], 
since wall F3008 was not excavated. [F3030] = 

3026 - - 
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F. No. F. Type F. Period Length 
(m) 

Width 
(m) 

Depth 
(m) 

Feature Description Interpretation Fill of 
Cut 

Finds Sample 

a generally sharp break of 
slope at the top, near vertical 
sides and a sharp break of 
slope at the base, which was 
flat where it was exposed. 

[F3031] is the foundation cut for wall F3008, and 
notably cuts through grave cut [F3019], as well as 
probable graves F3024 and F3025, indicating the 
east range post-dates the burials in this area of the 
site. 

3032 Cut Medieval 1.74m 1.60m 0.60m Circular (?) pit cut with a 
gradual break of slope at the 
top and sloping sides. The 
base was not exposed due to 
health and safety constraints.  

Probable midden pit, which could also act as a cess 
pit in its lower levels based on the similarity of the 
feature to a cess pit excavated on the site in 2021 
(Shine, Mandal et al. 2021). [F3032] was excavated 
to a depth of 1.2m below ground level, then 
abandoned due to health and safety constraints. 
Notably [F3032]’s fills contain both disarticulated 
human bone and architectural fragments, indicating 
disturbance to the site, most likely in the medieval 
period based on the finds in [F3032].  

3020 
3027 

- - 

3033 Deposit Medieval 5.10m 2.70m 0.10m See F3011  - - 

3034 Deposit Medieval 0.55m 0.72m ? Unexcavated deposit 
consisting of mid-grey/brown 
moderately compact silt with 
moderate small stone 
inclusions.  

Deposit investigated in a small westerly extension 
(measuring 1.9m x 0.7m) at the northwestern 
corner of Cutting 3 to ascertain if remains of a 
claustral wall/arcade exist, or if the claustral garth 
could be identified. F3034 was defined at its eastern 
extent by F3035, which has been very tentatively 
associated with a heavily quarried claustral 
wall/arcade. Should F3035 represent the remains of 
a wall than F3034 may represent the ground surface 
of the claustral garth.  

 - - 

3035 Deposit  Medieval 0.75m 0.50m ? Linear deposit(?) orientated 
north to south; consisting of a 
mid-brown, loose and friable 
silty clay with moderate stone 
inclusions.  

Deposit investigated in a small westerly extension 
(measuring 1.9m x 0.7m) at the northwestern 
corner of Cutting 3 to ascertain if remains of a 
claustral wall/arcade exist, or if the claustral garth 
could be identified. Deposit contained an amount of 
disarticulated human remains, including three 
pieces of cranial fragments and a mandible with 
three teeth; these remains were identified on the 
surface of F3035 and excavations immediately 
ceased with the remains left in-situ. As F3035 was 
not fully excavated its function could not be 
ascertained. However, considering its location. 
where one might expect a claustral wall, its marked 
difference to F3036 (the possible ambulatory 
surface) and F3034 (the possible claustral garth) 
and the features width at 0.5m it is tempting to 
associate F3035 to a foundation trench or robber-
trench related to a claustral wall; such a supposition 

- Metal (1) (Total 1) - 
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F. No. F. Type F. Period Length 
(m) 

Width 
(m) 

Depth 
(m) 

Feature Description Interpretation Fill of 
Cut 

Finds Sample 

will require additional analyses and/or excavation to 
confirm.  

3036 Deposit Medieval 1.20m 2.70m ? Linear(?) deposit consisting of 
mid-yellow/grey moderately 
compact silty clay with 
frequent small stone 
inclusions.  

Based on its position immediately west of wall 
F3008, F3036 has tentatively being interpreted as 
the ambulatory surface/levelling deposit. While the 
feature was not excavated this interpretation is 
supported by probable grave cuts F3024, F3025 and 
F3037 being apparently cut through F3036. F3036 is 
differentiated at its western limit by F3035, making 
it originally c. 1.9m wide – an appropriate width for 
an ambulatory. Whilst not excavated F3036 appears 
similar in form to F3011 and F3009 and may have 
been laid at a similar time.  

- - - 

3037 Fill Medieval 0.68m 0.27m ? Oval fill orientated east to 
west; consisting of light 
yellow/grey moderately 
compact clayey silt with 
occasional small inclusions. 

Fill of probable grave directly west of wall F3008, 
i.e. in the area which should contain the ambulatory 
(F3036). Thought to represent an infant grave, 
which is located between F3024 and F3025, two 
probable adult graves; both F3024 and F3025 (as 
well as [F3019] within the east range) are cut by 
[F3030] = [F3031] the wall foundation cut for F3008, 
indicating they pre-date the eastern range, with 
F3037 possibly also pre-dating the east range by 
association. All of F3024, F3025 and F3037 were left 
in-situ and not excavated. 

 - - 
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Cutting 4 (see Figures 1.36-1.45) 

Cutting 4 was L-shaped in plan and measured approximately 5.5m x 11.6m in maximum extent (although 
was only 3.25m in width at its southern extent). The stratigraphic description of the features within the 
cutting, like with Cutting 3, could be most easily described in four groups, namely: overlying archaeological 
deposits; doubled-aisled structure; the kiln; and the early-medieval ditch and ‘other features’.  

 
Figure 1.36: Elevated view of Cutting 4 showing major features related to the doubled-aisled structure, as well as kiln 

F4022 and early medieval ‘ditch-fill’, F4032 

Overlying Archaeological Deposits: F4001 was the context number allocated to the topsoil, a loose 
greyish/brown silty clay averaging 0.1m in depth, which covered the entirety of Cutting 4; topsoil contained 
a range of finds (n= c.44) including 10 pieces of kiln waste/pottery wasters, 16 pieces of medieval pottery 
and 11 pieces of post-medieval pottery. F4001 overlay F4002 =F4011 (herein referred to as F4002), a 
compact yellow clay deposit (containing one metal artefact and a single sherd of medieval pottery); F4002 
also partly backfilled cut [F4030] where it extended to 0.82m in depth. F4001 also overlay F4003 = F4008 
= F4017=F4025 (herein referred to as F4003), a moderately compact dark brown silty sand which extended 
over the entire cutting and was recorded separately in several locations, which are effectively the same 
deposit; F4003 contained a range of finds (n = 77), including pottery wasters, metal artefacts, and some 44 
sherds of medieval pottery (as well as eight post-medieval sherds). F4003 extended in depth from 0.3m to 
0.84m (being deeper where it filled natural ‘hollows’ in underlying features) and was a similar agricultural 
layer to that observed in the excavations of Cutting 2 in 2021 (Shine, Mandal et al. 2021). Directly beneath 
F4003, but only recorded in the central eastern extreme of the cutting, was F4007, a possible redeposited 
subsoil consisting of moderately to tightly compacted mid-yellow/brown clay (measuring 3.98m x 0.85m x 
0.29m). F4007 was of indeterminate date, but most likely post-medieval, and displayed clear signs of 
disturbance/bioturbation (recorded as F4024). A very similar deposit to F4007, F4014 (measuring 2.20m x 
0.30m), was recorded in the south-eastern extreme of the cutting, cut by pit [F4030]; like F4007, F4014 
was also positioned stratigraphically directly below F4003. However, F4014 contained no artefacts while 
F4007 contained a range of possible pottery wasters, medieval pot sherds, post-medieval post sherds and 
metal artefacts. 
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Figure 1.37: F4003 toward the western limits of the cutting, after the removal of F4001 

Double-Aisled Structure: Cutting 4 was positioned to assess the western limits of the double-aisled 
structure, including the western gable (F4005 = F4018, herein referred to as F4005) and the adjoining, 
northern (F4006=F4023, herein referred to as F4006) central (F4004) and southern wall (F4010). 
Unfortunately, the evidence for the double-aisled structure was ephemeral, with the masonry even worse 
preserved than the severely quarried out walls documented in Cutting 2 in 2021 (Shine, Mandal et al. 2021). 

F4005, the western gable of the structure, was almost entirely absent and survived only as a small section 
of wall measuring 1.35m x 0.69m x 0.21m. The wall was constructed of maximum two courses of lime 
bonded volcanics laid directly on natural and was uncovered directly beneath F4003. While the 
preservation of the double-aisled structure is poor in general, the very limited preservation of F4005 was a 
pattern (see both in 2022 and 2021) whereby walls constructed directly on natural and not in a foundation 
cut where almost entirely removed on site, whereby walls constructed in a cut, and particularly walls that 
were reinforced where they crossed softer underlying stratigraphy, generally had slightly better 
preservation. This pattern is presumably a consequence of preferential quarrying on site. The remnants of 
the F4005 were located where it was projected the gable would meet the southern building wall, F4006. 
However, no evidence for this wall was uncovered, although more rubble was documented in the overlying 
F4003 in this area. Instead, a U-shaped cut, [F4035], was located in the area where the northern wall was 
identified during geophysical prospection. This cut continued under the northern baulk so measured only 
0.61m x 1.11m x 0.43m in exposed extent. The cut had a gradual break of slope at the top, sloping sides 
and a gradual break of slope at the base, which was concave. It was filled by F4006, a fill of rubble/stone 
(measuring c. 0.3m³) mixed with lumps of lime-mortar; F4003 also sealed the upper portions of the cut. 
[F4035] has tentatively been interpreted as a foundation cut (or robber) trench for the original northern 
wall, although it would be noted than [F4035] did not join with F4006, with a c. 0.5m gap between the two.  

The northern wall, F4010, was also located immediately below F4003. Like with gable F4005 the remains 
of this wall were extremely ephemeral, consisting of maximum two random courses of predominantly 
volcanics which continued past gable F4005 and under the western baulk, a pattern also seen on the GPR 
survey. Assuming F4010 represent the remains of the northern wall it has also been almost entirely 
quarried off site, with the remaining wall measuring only 1m x 0.67m x 0.21m. The rest of wall presented, 
as rubble (if anything survived at all), which was found to contain five medieval pot sherds and two sherds 
of, presumably intrusive, post-medieval pottery. Of note a stone fill, F4032, was also positioned below the 
line of wall F4010 where it crossed the assumed early medieval ditch [F4033]; this ditch is discussed in more 
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detail separately below; however, as fill F4032 contained two medieval pottery shreds and a pottery waster 
it is possible this fill was placed in the partly backfilled early medieval boundary to provide a solid base in 
advance of constructing wall F4010. F4010, did also clearly align with cut [F4013] on the eastern baulk, a 
feature that was investigated only in a sondage. [F4013] had a gradual break of slope at the northern edge 
and sharp break at the southern edge, sloping sides and a gradual break of slope at the base, which was 
flat. The linear was filled with F4015 and F4016 from top to bottom. F4015 was a moderately compact, 
mid-grey/brown silty sand with occasional shell, bone and charcoal inclusions, which also contained a 
number of artefacts (n = 22), including 18 sherds of medieval pottery. F4016 was a moderately compact 
rubble and silty sand mix, which contained 16 sherds of medieval pottery, a ferrous item, a single pottery 
waster and, of two architectural fragments; the fill has been interpreted as originating from the 
demolition/quarrying of a wall within [F4013]. As stated, [F4013] was excavated in sondage in the northeast 
corner of Cutting 3, where its northern edge abutted [F4020], a small pit measuring 1.05m x 0.55m x 0.57m. 
This pit had a sharp break of slope at the top, sloping sides and a pointed base and contained F4021, a 
compact mid to dark brown clayey sand with occasional bone and shell inclusions. This pit is of unknown 
function but seemingly medieval date, based on the retrieval of 11 sherds of medieval pottery from F4021.  

The central spine of the structure was present in the form of F4004, a randomly coursed wall, bonded with 
mortar, which was constructed directly on natural (or potentially a natural redeposit). This wall, measuring 
3.7m x 0.91m x 0.38m, survived to a maximum three courses, and was by far the best preserved of the 
feature associated with the double-aisled structure. F4004 may have partly dismantled to allow kiln F4022 
to be placed into the wall or alternatively the two features may be contemporary; it is possible the exact 
phasing of wall F4004 and kiln F4022 may be better established from pending radiocarbon dating.  

 
Figure 1.38: Gable wall F4005, with cut [F4035], which represents the southern wall of the double-aisled structure, 

visible underneath the eastern baulk 
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Figure 1.39: Cut [F4013] filled with rubble F4016 in a sondage in northeast corner of the cutting. Note pit [F4020] to 

the cuts immediate right 

 
Figure 1.40: Central spine wall F4004, also showing kiln lining F4022 

Kiln: A well-preserved stone lined kiln (F4022) was recorded toward the eastern baulk of the cutting. This 
kiln was constructed in cut [F4009] and contained fills F4012, F4019, F4026 and stone lining F4022 from 
top to bottom. A partly excavated pit ([F4028] containing F4029) was also contained at the kilns base. 
Tertiary fill F4012 was positioned almost directly below topsoil and consisted of a moderately compact 
greyish brown silty sand with occasional flecks of oxidised clay and charcoal, as well as some animal bone; 
F4012 contained seven sherds of medieval pottery as well as two metal artefacts and five possible pottery 
wasters. F4019, a secondary fill, was an orange/red moderately compact oxidised clayey sand, which 
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contained three probable pottery wasters and four medieval pot sherds (as well as a single metal artefact) 
as well as animal bone and oyster shell inclusions; the feature has been interpreted as the possible remains 
of a clay cap and/or surround above the kiln’s stone lining. F4026 (the basal fill) was a greyish brown loosely 
compacted clayey sand with rubble/stone inclusions; the stone may derive from collapse from a kiln cap or 
alternatively from the upper coursing of the kiln’s walls. F4026 contained four sherds of medieval pottery, 
as well as some animal bone. Stone lining F4022 surrounded both the kiln chamber as well as a short 
northern ‘box’ flue and longer southern flue. The total dimensions of the kiln (including the northern flue) 
were 3.1m x 1.94m x 0.66m. The walls in the main chamber were made of random courses of volcanic 
stone which survives to a maximum height of seven courses; the southern flue was 0.35m to 0.7m wide 
(splaying from north to south) x 1.28m long x 0.55m high, surviving to typically five courses. The northern 
box flue was positioned 0.23m above the kiln base and measured c. 0.25m x 0.35m. Within the base of the 
kiln a small pit (0.56m x 0.55m x 0.36 in exposed dimensions) was located as the northern side of the kiln 
chamber; the cut, [F4028] had a sharp break of slope at the top and vertical sides. The pit was only 
excavated toward its northern side, and a base was not exposed, as it continued under F4022 which was 
preserved in-situ. The singular fill, F4029, was a sterile mid yellow/grey moderately compacted sandy clay, 
which gave no indication as to the pits function. Within the kiln flue, c. 0.2m from the flue and chamber 
junction, was a deposit of charcoal (measuring 0.4m by 0.28m x 0.01m) which extended almost fully across 
the base of the flue. It is unclear if this feature, recorded as F4027, is part of the kiln structure (similar to a 
damper), or, possibly more likely, simply a piece of firewood which was wedged across the flue and burnt 
in-situ. 

 
Figure 1.41: Kiln stone lining F4022 (within cut F4009) showing the sorter northern flue, longer southern flue, 

charcoal deposit F4027 and wall F4004 

Early medieval ditch and ‘other features: In 2021 Cutting 2 was positioned to assess both the double-aisled 
structure and the outer circuit of the early medieval monastic enclosure, which was projected to be located 
under the double-aisled structure toward the northeast limit of the cutting. This enclosure was 
subsequently clarified as being c. 2.8 wide, with its basal fill dated, through the recovery of birch charcoal, 
to 655-773 cal AD (Shine, Mandal et al. 2021, 43). The geophysical survey indicated this enclosure broadly 
ran south-southwest under the north wall of the double-aisled structure into the area occupied by Cutting 
4; this now appears confirmed with the enclosure recorded as [F4033] (filled by stone fill F4032 and 
possible slipped bank F4034) in Cutting 4 in 2022. Ditch [F4033] was not excavated in Cutting 4, partly as it 
had been a focus of inquiry in the previous season, but also as its excavation would have exceeded a depth 
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that was considered safe. As such the cut was not fully exposed, but where the cut was very partially 
excavated toward the top it had a gradual break with sloping sides. The cut was recorded as being 
approximately 2.6m in total width (similar to the dimensions recorded in Cutting 2) but was impacted by 
northern wall F4010 at its northern extent so its exact dimensions were difficult to ascertain without 
additional excavation. A secondary stone fill, F4032, was also recorded in plan, which consisted of two to 
three random courses of unbonded volcanics. The stone fill may simply be an early medieval fill ditch, with 
some later medieval intrusive finds as it was found to contain one pottery water and two sherds of medieval 
pottery, which could easily have entered the fill during the construction of F4010 and/or the excavation of 
[F4013]. Alternatively, F4032 might have been deliberately placed in a natural ‘hollow’, left in a previously 
back-filled early medieval ditch, in advance of constructing wall F4010 in the twelfth to fourteenth 
centuries. Similar patterns of reinforcing the stone walls of the double-aisled structure, where it was 
constructed on top of underlying soft stratigraphy, were previously documented during excavations in 
Cutting 2 (Shine, Mandal et al. 2022). It is also worth noting that while the fills of the early medieval 
enclosure in Cutting 2 contained some large stone it was not on nearly the same scale as encountered in 
Cutting 4 in 2022. F4034 (the tertiary fill of [F4033]) lay directly above F4032 and consisted of a of 
compacted mid-grey/yellow clay, which could represent a slipped bank. If F4032 proves to be early 
medieval, and not later medieval reinforcing of the double-aisled structure, it is possible this bank may have 
been stone capped.  

 
Figure 1.42: Stone fill F4032, of early medieval ditch [F4033]. Note the rubble remnants of F4010 to the ditch’s 

immediate right  

Finally, an isolated pit/ditch, [F4030] filled with F4031, was also recorded in the southwest corner of the 
cutting. This feature was positioned directly below F4003 and continued outside the western limit of 
excavation, so its exact form could not be full assessed. The exposed dimensions of the feature were 0.6m 
x 2.02m x 0.78m. On its northern side the pit has a gradual slope at its top and base, with a sloping side. On 
its southern side the pit had a near vertical side, sharp break of slope at the top and a gradual break of 
slope at the base, which was concave. The pit was cut into natural; its singular fill, F4031, which was a mid-
brown moderately compact clayey sand containing occasional stone and animal bone as well as one 
probable pottery waster and a single sherd of medieval pottery. The function of [F4030] was not clear 
during excavation, but the finds clearly infer a medieval date.  
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Figure 1.43: Pit [F4030] exposed in section at the cutting’s western baulk 
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Figure 1.44: Post-excavation plan of Cutting 4 
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Figure 1.45: Section of Cutting 4’s western baulk 
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F. No. F. Type F. Period Length 
(m) 

Width 
(m) 

Depth 
(m) 

Feature Description Interpretation Fill of 
Cut 

Finds Sample 

4001 Deposit Modern 11.60m 5.50m 0.10m 
(av.) 

Friable and loose grey/ brown 
sandy silt with pebble 
inclusions. 

Topsoil in Cutting 4. - Stone (2), KW/PW 
(10), Glass (1), Metal 
(4), Med. Pot. (16), 
Post-Med. Pot. (11) 
(Total 44)  

Animal Bone <01; 02; 03; 
04; 10; 12; 17; 19; 50; 
53; 54; 60; 75; 91; 104; 
146>, Metal Working 
Activity <51; 64; 66; 123; 
138; 151> 

4002 Deposit Post- 
Medieval 

2.48m 1.49m 0.82m Irregular deposit extending 
under southwest baulk; 
consisting of compact yellow 
clay. 

Probable levelling deposit with also fills a 
natural hollow in backfilled pit cut 
[F4030]. 

4030? Metal (1), Med. Pot. 
(1) (Total 2) 

Animal Bone <09; 16; 
21> 

4003 Deposit Post-
Medieval 

11.60m 5.50m 0.29-
0.84m  

Extending over the entire 
cutting; moderately compact 
dark brown silty sand with 
frequent pebble and stone 
inclusions  
 

F4003, also recorded as F4008 F4017 and 
F4025, contained a range of finds (n = 78), 
including pottery wasters, metal artefacts, 
and some 44 sherds of medieval pottery 
(as well as eight post-medieval sherds). 
Generic agricultural layer similar to that 
observed in the excavations of Cutting 2 in 
2021. 

- Stone (2), KW/PW (4), 
Metal (4), Med. Pot. 
(7) (Total 17)  

Animal Bone <05; 06; 18; 
39; 41; 42; 45; 76; 77; 
99; 102; 111; 124>, 
Botanic <15>, Metal 
Working Activity <118; 
121> 

4004 Wall Medieval 3.70m 0.91m 0.38m Wall constructed from volcanic 
stone directly on natural and 
orientated east to west; 
consisting of maximum five 
random courses (typically not 
surviving to more than three 
courses in height) with traces 
of lime mortar bonding. 

Appears to be the central wall of the 
double-aisled structure as recorded in 
pervious geophysical surveys. It is possible 
that F4004 was partly dismantled to allow 
kiln F4022 to be placed into the wall, or 
that both features are contemporary, with 
the exact phasing pending radiocarbon 
dating/further analyses.  

- - - 

4005 Wall Medieval 1.35m 0.69m 0.21m Wall constructed from volcanic 
stone directly on natural and 
orientated roughly east to 
west; consisting of two random 
courses with traces of lime 
mortar bonding 
4005 = 4018 

Also recorded as F4018, F4005, appears to 
be the gable wall of the double-aisled 
structure as recorded in pervious 
geophysical surveys. F4005 is extant in the 
area where the gable wall meets southern 
‘wall’ F4006, but otherwise has been 
extensively quarried out.  

- - - 

4006 Fill Medieval 1.11m 0.61m 0.43m Linear and orientated broadly 
east to west, consisting of fill 
moderately compacted 
rubble/stone (c. 0.2-0.3m³) 
mixed with lumps of lime. 
 

Also recorded as F4023, F4006 appears to 
align with the southern wall of the double-
aisled structure as recorded in pervious 
geophysical surveys. F4006 is the fill of 
[4035] a robber trench or foundation 
trench, which is now filled with rubble, 
where a wall of the structure once stood.  

4035 - - 

4007 Deposit Post-
Medieval 

3.98m 0.85m 0.29m Irregularly shaped, covering 
northern extent of cutting; 
consisting of moderate to 
tightly compacted mid-
yellow/brown clay. 

Possibly a redeposited subsoil, located 
directly below F4003, so likely to be a 
similar levelling deposit to it. F4007 
appears heavily disturbed by bioturbation 
F4024.  

 Stone (3), KW/PW (9), 
Med. Pot. (50), Post-
Med. Pot. (16) (Total 
78) 

Animal Bone <07; 11; 14; 
20; 24; 48; 52; 57; 67; 
94; 95>, Botanic <80>, 
Metal Working Activity 
<08; 13; 69; 70; 152>  
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F. No. F. Type F. Period Length 
(m) 

Width 
(m) 

Depth 
(m) 

Feature Description Interpretation Fill of 
Cut 

Finds Sample 

4008 Deposit Post-
Medieval 

11.60m 5.50m 0.29-
0.84m 

See F4003.  - Stone (4), KW/PW (6), 
Metal (3), Med. Pot. 
(23), Post-Med. Pot. 
(7) (Total 41) 

Animal Bone <22; 61; 
68;84; 85; 89; 108; 126; 
128; 129>, Metal 
Working Activity <86; 92; 
130; 131; 134>, Shell 
<90; 122; 132> 

4009 Cut Medieval 3.20m 2.09m 0.66m Keyhole shaped cut for kiln 
F4022. As stone lining F4022 
was not left in-situ the shape of 
the cut was estimated (based 
on the kiln itself) as having 
sharp break of slope at the top, 
vertical sides and a sharp break 
of slope at the base, which was 
straight. 

Cut to accommodate stone facing of kiln 
and flue, F4022.  

4012, 
4019, 
4022, 
4026 

- Botanic <36> 

4010 Wall Medieval 1.00m 0.67m 0.21m Wall constructed from volcanic 
stone orientated roughly east 
to west; consisting of two 
random courses with traces of 
lime mortar and clay bonding. 
 

May represent the northern wall of the 
double-aisled structure as recorded in 
previous geophysical surveys. Quarried to 
the extent that F4010 now appears 
primarily as rubble. Of note F4010 aligns 
with cut [F4013] which may represent a 
robber trench or foundation trench where 
a wall of the structure once stood. 

- Med. Pot. (5), Post-
Med. Pot. (2) (Total 7)  

Animal Bone <25; 28; 
29> 

4011 Deposit Post-
Medieval? 

2.16m 0.81m 0.16m Resolved as the same basic leveling deposit/clay as F4002.  - - - 

4012 Fill Medieval 1.60m 1.60m 0.35m Keyhole shaped fill of 
moderately compact 
grey/brown silty sand with 
mottled red flecks of oxidized 
clay and charcoal and 
occasional stone and animal 
bone inclusions.  

Tertiary fill within the kiln [F4009]. - KW/PW (5), Metal (2), 
Med. Pot. (7) (Total 
14) 

Animal Bone <23; 74; 78; 
97; 125; 142>, Botanic 
<82>, Metal Working 
Activity <26> 

4013 Cut Medieval 2.01m 1.27m 0.37m Linear, orientated east to west, 
with a gradual break of slope at 
the northern edge and sharp 
break at the southern edge; 
sloping sides with a gradual 
break of slope at the base, 
which is flat. 

F4013 appears to align with the northern 
wall of the double-aisled structure as 
recorded in pervious geophysical surveys. 
F4013 may be a foundation trench, which 
is now filled with rubble (F4016), where a 
wall of the structure once stood. 

4015, 
4016 

- Animal Bone <100> 

4014 Deposit Medieval? 2.20m ? 0.30m Irregularly shaped, covering the 
southeastern extent of cutting; 
consisting of moderate to 
tightly compacted mid-
yellow/brown clay. 

Possibly a redeposited subsoil, located 
directly below F4003, so likely to be a 
similar levelling deposit to it. F4014 
appears to be very similar to F4007 but 
located in a different part of the cutting. 
Cut by pit [F4030].  

- - Animal Bone <156>, 
Metal Working Activity 
<133> 
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F. No. F. Type F. Period Length 
(m) 

Width 
(m) 

Depth 
(m) 

Feature Description Interpretation Fill of 
Cut 

Finds Sample 

4015 Fill Medieval 2.01m? 2.02m 0.38m Linear and orientated broadly 
east to west; consisting of 
moderately compact, mid-
grey/brown silty sand with 
occasional shell, bone and 
charcoal inclusions. 

Tertiary fill of wall foundation cut [F4013].  KW/PW (1), Metal (2), 
Med. Pot. (18), Post-
Med. Pot. (1) (Total 
22) 

Animal Bone <30; 31; 44; 
46; 72; 87; 98; 143>, 
Botanic <115>, Shell 
<88> 

4016 Fill Medieval?  1.48m 0.32m Linear and orientated broadly 
east to west; consisting of 
moderately compact, medium 
brown silty sand, mixed with 
rubble. 

Primary fill of wall foundation cut [F4013]. 
May derive from the demolition/quarrying 
of a wall within [F4013].  

 Stone (3), KW/PW (1), 
Metal (1), Med. Pot. 
(16)  
(Total 21) 

Animal Bone <32; 35; 40; 
43; 65; 71; 93; 101>, 
Botanic <117>, Shell <34; 
96>  

4017 Deposit Post-
Medieval 

11.60m 5.50m 0.29-
0.84m 

See F4003. - KW/PW (2), Metal (2), 
Med. Pot. (14), Post-
Med. Pot. (1) (Total 
19) 

Animal Bone <47; 62; 73; 
110>, Metal Working 
Activity <109>, Shell 
<79> 

4018 Wall Medieval 1.35m 0.69m 0.21m See F4005.  - - - 

4019 Fill Medieval 1.40m 1.60m 0.35m Keyhole shaped fill; consisting 
of moderately compact, 
orange/red clayey sand with 
occasional stone and shell 
inclusions. 

Secondary fill of kiln [F4009] possibly 
representing the collapse of a clay roof or 
structure above the kiln’s stone 
foundations.  

- KW/PW (3), Metal (1), 
Med. Pot. (4) (Total 8) 

Animal Bone <105; 119; 
135; 150>, Botanic <37>, 
Shell <59; 120; 136> 

4020 Cut Medieval 1.05m 0.55m 0.57m Circular(?) pit with a sharp 
break of slope at the top, 
sloping sides and a pointed 
base.  

Pit of unknown function, which cuts the 
upper fill, F4015, of possible wall 
foundation [F4013] on its northern side. 

4021 - Animal Bone <55>, 
Botanic <56> 

4021 Fill Medieval 1.05m 0.55m 0.69m Circular(?) fill consisting of a 
moderately compact mid to 
dark brown clayey sand with 
occasional bone and shell 
inclusions. 

Singular fill of cut [F4020], a feature of 
unknown function, but seemingly 
medieval in date.  

- Med. Pot. (11) (Total 
11)  

Animal Bone <148>, 
Botanic <112>, Shell 
<147> 

4022 Wall Medieval 3.10m 1.94m 0.66m Volcanic stone lining 
surrounding both the kiln 
chamber as well as a short 
northern ‘box’ flue and longer 
southern flue. The walls in the 
main chamber were made of 
random courses of volcanics to 
a maximum height of seven 
courses, with no obvious 
bonding material; the southern 
flue was 0.35m to 0.7m wide 
(splaying from north to south) x 
1.28m long x 0.55m high, 
surviving to typically five 
courses. The northern box flue 

Wall facing of keyhole shaped kiln, placed 
in kiln cut [F4009].  

- - - 
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F. No. F. Type F. Period Length 
(m) 

Width 
(m) 

Depth 
(m) 

Feature Description Interpretation Fill of 
Cut 

Finds Sample 

was positioned 0.23m above 
the kiln base and measured c. 
0.25m x 0.35m. 

4023 Fill Medieval 1.11m 0.61m 0.43m See F4006.  
- 

KW/PW (1), Med. Pot. 
(5) (Total 6) 

Animal Bone <49> 

4024 Resolved as bioturbation/geological feature.  
 

4025. Deposit Post-
Medieval 

11.60m 5.50m 0.29-
0.84m 

See F4003.  Metal (1) (Total 1) Animal Bone <106; 149>, 
Botanic <114>, Metal 
Working Activity <107> 

4026 Fill Medieval 1.30m 0.70m 0.40m Basal fill of kiln, concentrated 
in the southern flue; consisting 
of moderately compacted 
grey/brown clayey sand with 
occasional rubble inclusions. 

Primary fill of kiln (concentrated in the 
flue) derived from a mix of natural 
siltation but also containing rubble which 
could derive from the collapse of a stone 
roof or upper courses of wall lining F4022. 

- Med. Pot. (4) (Total 4) Animal Bone <127; 144>, 
Botanic <81>, Mortar 
<139> 

4027 Fill Medieval 0.40m 0.28m .01m Trapezoidal deposit of 
charcoal.  

Charcoal deposit which extended almost 
fully across the base of the southern flue. 
It is unclear if this feature is part of the 
kiln structure (similar to a damper), or 
simply a piece of firewood which was 
wedged across the flue and burnt in situ. 

- - Botanic <113> 

4028 Cut Medieval? 0.56m 0.55m 0.36m Square(?) pit cut had a sharp 
break of slope at the top and 
vertical sides. The pit was only 
excavated toward its southern 
extent, and a base was not 
exposed. 

Probable pit at base of the keyhole kiln; 
the pit could not be excavated as it 
continued under stone lining F4022, 
which was preserved in-situ and so a 
function was not determined.  

4029 - - 

4029 Fill Medieval? 0.56m 0.55m 0.36m Square(?) shaped fill, consisting 
of a moderately compact mid-
yellow/grey sandy clay. 

Singular confirmed fill of probable pit 
[F4028].  

- - Botanic <58; 83> 

4030 Cut Medieval 0.60m 2.02m 0.78m Probable pit it in southwest 
extreme of the cutting; on its 
northern side the pit had a 
gradual break of slope at its top 
and base, with a sloping side. 
On its southern side the pit had 
a near vertical side, sharp 
break of slope at the top and a 
gradual break of slope at the 
base, which was concave  

Probable pit or ditch terminus which 
continued under the western baulk. The 
exposed fills gave no indication of the 
features function but inferred a medieval 
date.  

4031 - - 

4031 Fill Medieval 0.60m 2.02m 0.78m Circular(?) fill consisting of 
moderately compact mid-
orange/brown clayey sand. 

Singular fill of probable pit [F4030].  - KW/PW (1), Med. Pot. 
(1) (Total 2) 

Animal Bone <137>, 
Botanic <116> 

4032 Fill? Medieval 2.60m 1.40m ? Linear within Cutting 4, but 
possibly curving overall; 

Secondary fill of probable ditch [F4033], 
which appears to align with the early 

- KW/PW (1), Med. Pot. 
(2) (Total 3)  

Animal Bone <140; 145>, 
Botanic <155>, Metal 
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F. No. F. Type F. Period Length 
(m) 

Width 
(m) 

Depth 
(m) 

Feature Description Interpretation Fill of 
Cut 

Finds Sample 

consisting of 2-3 random 
courses of unbonded volcanic 
stone. 

medieval outer enclosure as recorded in 
the 2015 programme of geophysics; this 
ditch was also confirmed further to the 
northeast, in Cutting 2 in 2021. This 
feature was not fully excavated due to 
health and safety constraints but 
contained a lot more stone than the fills of 
the ditch in Cutting 2 in 2021. The stone 
may be an early medieval fill, with some 
later medieval intrusive finds, or 
alternatively might have been deliberately 
placed in a natural ‘hollow’, left by the 
back-filled early medieval ditch, in 
advance of constructing wall F4010 in the 
twelfth to fourteenth centuries. 

Working Activity <153>, 
Shell <141> 

4033 Cut Early 
Medieval 

2.60m 3.00m ? Linear within Cutting 4, but 
possibly curving overall. Not 
fully excavated and no base 
exposed, but with a gradual 
break of at the top with sloping 
sides.  

Ditch cut which appears to align with the 
early medieval outer enclosure as 
recorded in the 2015 programme of 
geophysics; this ditch was also confirmed 
further to the northeast, in Cutting 2 in 
2021. This feature was not excavated due 
to health and safety constraints. The ditch 
contains at least two fills but is also 
‘capped’ by generic agricultural deposit 
F4003. The cut has also been disturbed by 
the construction of the northern wall of 
the double-aisled structure F4010 and 
[F4013].  

4032, 
4034, 
4003  

- - 

4034 Fill Medieval 1.42m 1.62m 0.91m Irregularly shaped; consisting 
of compacted mid-grey/yellow 
clay.  

‘Slipped’ bank upcast from early medieval 
ditch [F4033]; it is also possible that F4032 
and F4034 together represent an original 
stone lined, or topped, bank. The feature 
is disturbed by F4013 at its northern side.  

- - - 

4035 Cut Medieval 0.61m 1.11m 0.43m Linear, east to west orientated, 
cut with a gradual break on the 
top, sloping sides and a gradual 
break of slope at the base, 
which is concave.  

[F4035] represent the southern wall of the 
double-aisled structure as recorded in 
previous geophysical surveys. The feature 
is likely a robber trench or foundation 
trench, which is now filled with rubble 
(F4006), where a wall of the structure 
once stood. The feature is also capped by 
generic agricultural deposit F4003. 

4006,  
4003 

- - 
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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 in Cutting 4 through to the later medieval structures. As outlined 
previously, this preliminary report details only two seasons of excavations of a c. 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 the initial excavation results from 2021, 
together with further investigation of anomalies identified by geophysical survey in the past. While the 
excavations were successful in answering most of the season’s research questions, they have also 
highlighted the need for another season to, in particular, get a fuller understanding of the two medieval 
structures assessed to date.  

Cutting 3 

As stated previously Cutting 3 was excavated to specifically follow from excavation results in 2021 and 
assess a rectangular feature to the south of St Mary’s church. The 2021 excavations clarified that the walls 
recorded on site by Cochrane (1912) represent the walls of range buildings surrounding a smaller internal 
cloister. The 2021 excavations revealed the walls are likely to be structural in nature and encountered no 
archaeological evidence suggestive of a claustral arcade – such as an ambulatory, fine-worked stone, 
human remains etc. Instead, the walls were argued to represented c. 5-7m wide buildings which, together 
with a cloister, would account for the 30m wide geophysical anomaly surveyed in 2015. To adequately test 
this re-evaluation of the monastery, and crucially examine its form and scale, Cutting 3 was positioned to 
extend across the proposed east range from its outer wall, through the building and into the possible 
claustral garth. The cutting also undertaken in the area where Dig Ventures GPR signal was strongest for 
possible structural remains (Wilkins and Teale 2022) and where masonry was also recorded by Cochrane in 
1912.  

There is now no doubt that the excavated walls in Cutting 3 (F3007 and F3008) form the outer limits of the 
eastern range. The position of this range also broadly coincides with what appears on the 2015 geophysical 
data, the 2021 GPR survey and on Cochranes 1912 plan. It is also now clear that substantial intact masonry 
of claustral ranges, and intact internal features, survive sub-surface on site. The eastern range is now 
clarified as being c. 5m in internal width and defined by c. 1.25m wide walls on either side; only the 
foundation of these walls remains, with the upper coursing apparently effectively destroyed/quarried on 
site, which is evident in the extensive rubble deposit (F3003) which covers most of the site. F3003 is only 
one of several overlying deposits, above the medieval archaeology, which contain a range of finds from 
prehistoric lithics to modern pottery. These finds are in themselves instructive as they point to both 
significant disturbance of the upper strata on site, presumably from ploughing and associated agricultural 
activities, and the likely presence of prehistoric archaeology in the field surround St Mary’s Abbey.  

Both range walls were clay bonded but it is considered likely that the upper coursing may have been mortar 
bonded, based on comparison to both St Mary’s Abbey itself and the nature of rubble F3003. Both walls 
also generally consisted of a single course of large sub-rounded stone (c. 0.3m³), probably of ‘field-stone’ 
collected from the glacial tills. Of note the stone was extremely similar to that used in the wall of the 
southern range excavated in 2021 (Shine, Mandal et al. 2021) but markedly different to that observed in 
the western range, and of course that which is extant in the church itself. The difference in the claustral 
walls between the southern and eastern versus the western range may be significant to our future 
interpretation of the site and is currently being explored a paper by the report authors and Prof. Tadhg O’ 
Keefe (Shine, O’ Keeffe et al. forthcoming). The difference in the western range’s construction, especially 
which considered in tandem with a metrological analysis of spatial arrangement of church and claustral 
courts, may indicate the monastery may never have had a western range; this is quite possible, as the 
western sides of cloisters did not always have buildings (see for example O’ Keeffe 1999) and while space 
may have been reserved at St Mary’s for a western range it may never have been built. Such an argument 
is supported by the GPR survey which identified no clear evidence for structural remains (either a building 
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or rubble cast) in the area that would be occupied by a western range. As such perhaps only a single defining 
wall exists in this area, with the monastic arrangement similar to that presented in Figure 1.46.; the possible 
absence of a western range does of course also raise interesting questions as to how ‘complete’ the 
claustral court at St Mary’s Abbey was in general.  

 
Figure 1.46: 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 Cuttings 1 and 3 is 
shown, together with the planned walls and a re-interpretation of the possible layout of the Abbey 

Of note, the western range wall, F3008, (unlike F3007, the eastern range wall, which was constructed direct 
on a bedding clay) was laid in a foundation cut ([F3031] = [F3030]). Crucially this grave cut has been shown 
to cut through a confirmed grave cut, [F3019], inside the east range and possible graves, F3025 and F3026, 
outside the range (in the area that would typically contain an ambulatory); another possible burial, F3037, 
was also located in this area. This obviously points to burial in this area pre-dating the claustral court and 
poses further questions regarding the phasing of the range buildings, relative to the church itself. The 
nature of burial in [F3019], of a probable small adult female (B1a) and accompanying juvenile/infant (B1b), 
gave no indication as to the burials date, other than clearly being buried in Christian fashion. Burial 1 could 
then, of course, also be associated with the early medieval foundation and dating of the burial in [F3019] 
is essential to better understand the site phasing, whilst also providing provide a terminus post quem for 
the western range wall.  

Cutting 3 also provided clear information as to the nature of the internal space in the east range. It is now 
clear that a levelling clay (F3009) was placed across the internal space, to compensate for a natural fall 
from west to east. A very rough ‘metalled’ surface (F3011) was placed into this clay, but otherwise there 
was little archaeological evidence for a well-constructed floor surface from either season (other than a 
couple of ex-situ floor tiles: see below). Unfortunately, this surface was very patchy and damaged, probably 
as a consequence of rubble F3003, and the associated quarrying activity, but also as the surface may never 
have been well constructed to begin with. Certainly, there is clear evidence of subsidence of the floor 
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surface in the medieval period, necessitating localised levelling deposits (for example F3016). Of note, the 
internal space also contained a fire-pit, [F3029] and two ex-situ raked out burnt deposits (F3012 and 
F3015). The lower fill of the fire-pit, containing a large amount of stone and daub, indicates a structure/cap 
or stone surround originally existed on this feature. Collectively the burnt features and fire-pit obviously 
point to heat in this area of the east range and may indicate that Cutting 3 is positioned over the calefactory 
of the monastery. Of note the lower fills of [F3029] also contained a lead came, indicting glazing on site; 
this came, together with a splayed windowsill with glazing bar holes from rubbish pit [F3032], just outside 
the east range, or amongst the only tantalising glimpses of how the east range may have looked (see also 
below). Of note, pit [F3032], while currently dated to the twelfth to fourteenth centuries based on the 
artefacts it contains, also contained an amount of disarticulated human bone and rubble, indicting 
disturbance to the site in the medieval period.  

As stated, one of the aims in excavating Cutting 3 was to assess the nature of claustral arcade and 
ambulatory. Unfortunately, evidence for these features remains elusive, but equally the excavations could 
not discount their existence. Directly west of the western range wall (F3008) was F3036, a compacted clay 
with small stone inclusions; whilst not excavated this clay was similar to both the levelling clay (F3009) and 
metalled surface (F3011) within the east range and has tentatively been interpreted as a possible 
ambulatory surface, largely based on its position relative to the east range. Three possible grave cuts, 
F3024, F3025 and F3037 were cut through F3036, two of which, as stated, were cut by wall cut [F3031] = 
[F3030]. Whilst these features were not excavated a portion of probable long bone (femur?) was observed 
at the surface of F3025. The probable adult burials, F3024 and F3025, were clearly orientated parallel to 
each other, i.e., presumably forming part of a burial row and it seems clear that wall F3008 at the very least 
forms a division between domestic and burial space (not withstanding B1 in cut [F3019].  

Two other features were also recorded, but not excavated, west of range wall F3008, namely F3034 and 
F3035. F3035 appeared cut through F3036 (the ambulatory surface) and formed a clear c.0.5m wide 
division between F3036 to its east and F3034 to its west. F3035 contained an amount of disarticulated 
human bone so was not excavated to confirm its function, however, noting both its location, where one 
might expect a claustral wall/arcade and its width at 0.5m it is tempting to associate F3035 to a trench or 
robber-trench related to a claustral wall, which divides the ambulatory (F3036) from the ground surface of 
the claustral garth (F3034).  

Whilst the excavations in Cutting 3 did not definitively establish the presence of a cloister (partly due to the 
extremely limited excavation area) they were successful in answering almost all our other queries. The 
presence of an eastern range is now confirmed, while the excavations also confirmed its size and the nature 
of its internal features, which point to Cutting 3 being located in the calefactory. All the artefacts to date 
indicate the ranges were constructed between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries. However, further 
specialist analyses (in particular radiocarbon dating) of the last two seasons, and an additional season in 
2023, is required to help resolve some outstanding questions. Foremost amongst these will be 
understanding the phasing of the claustral court relative to the church, namely if the ranges were laid when 
the Rule of St Augustine was introduced c. 1160, or it could have been laid out as part of a redevelopment 
of the abbey. Further excavations and analyses may also shed further light on how complete the claustral 
ranges were, considering the possible absence of a west range, and only the most tentative (if tantalising) 
evidence for a claustral arcade. The intent of our future research directions it outlined in more detail below.  

Cutting 4 

As noted previously, Cutting 4 was excavated to specifically assess the western portion of the double-aisled 
structure identified in the 2015 geophysics, and confirmed during IAFS’ 2021 excavations, to the southeast 
of St Mary’s Abbey. The western limits of this structure also included a circular feature, identified in GPR 
geophysical survey data, which was interpreted as a possible stairwell or stair turret (Breathnach and 
Dowling 2021). Assessing this feature, in the context of double-aisled building at large, was considered 
essential to potentially understanding the function of this medieval building. Whilst Cutting 4 was also 
placed over the outer circuit of the early medieval enclosure additional assessment of this feature was not 
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considered a priority, as both the feature’s form and date were well established in the 2021 excavations 
season.  

 
Figure 1.47: The Doubled Aisled Structure as revealed on GPR survey showing the location of Cutting 2 (in red) and 

Cutting 4 (image courtesy of Ger Dowling: see also Bhreathnach and Dowling 2021) 

Like with Cutting 2 in 2021, Cutting 4 contained a number of overlying deposits, most notably F4003, which 
sealed the underlying medieval archaeology. This deposits typically contained a range of different find 
types, again inferring significant mixing of the upper deposits through agricultural activities.  

These deposits sealed both the double-aisled structure and kiln (as well as a nondescript pit [F4030], which 
was of uncertain function). As stated previously Cutting 4 was positioned to assess the western gable, 
F4005, as well as adjoining, northern central and southern ‘walls’, F4006, F4004 and F4010 respectively 
(see Figure 1.47). Unfortunately, the evidence for each of these walls was ephemeral, with the masonry 
even more poorly preserved than the severely quarried out masonry remains documented in Cutting 2 in 
2021 (Shine Mandal et al. 2021). Despite this, enough intact masonry, and or rubble filled trenches, were 
identified to plot the basic layout of the structure.  

The western gable (F4005) was almost entirely absent (surviving only as a wall section measuring 1.35m x 
0.69m x 0.21m). This wall was constructed directly on natural. The remnants of F4005 were located where 
it was projected the gable would join the southern wall, F4006. There was no evidence of a wall in this area, 
but a rubble filled cut [F4035] (filled with large rubble/stone F4006) was documented, continuing under 
the eastern baulk. Of note [F4035] did not join with F4006, with a c. 0.5m gap between the two; this gap 
might be of little consequence, possibly just reflecting the compete removal of masonry at this corner, or 
could suggest a gap in the wall of the structure at this point (such as for a doorway). The northern wall 
F4010 was also extremely poorly preserved consisting either of rubble or a small possible wall section 
(measuring 1m x 0.67m x 0.21m) toward the northwest corner of the cutting. It appeared F4010 also 
aligned with [F4013] in the cutting’s northeast corner, another rubble filled cut containing some 34 sherds 
of medieval pottery. The central spine/wall, F4004, was clearly the best preserved, surviving to typically 
three course and measuring 3.7m x 0.91m x 0.38m. F4004 may have partly dismantled to allow the kiln 
F4022 to be placed into the wall or alternatively the two features may be contemporary; establishing the 
exact phasing of the two features is pending further analyses. 

In general, the excavations in Cutting 4 confirmed the outline of the western limits of the double-aisled 
structure and contribute significant additional dating evidence for the building, in the form of twelfth to 
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fourteenth century pottery. This pottery is similar to the finds from the structure’s foundations cuts in the 
2021 season in Cutting 2, with one foundation cut in 2021 also found to contain a c. thirteenth century 
silver Long Cross Type coin. With the date of the structure apparently confirmed in two seasons of 
excavation, the focus of investigation in Cutting 4 was to ascertain the building’s function. The severe 
damage to the structure, presumably as a result of quarrying, and an almost total absence of internal 
features continue to obscure the building’s purpose.  

However, it is likely that the keyhole kiln structure F4022, which pottery artefacts indicate is broadly 
contemporary to the structure at twelfth to fourteenth century, is crucial to understanding the building as 
a whole. The kiln was recorded toward the eastern baulk of the cutting, and was very well preserved, 
frequently surviving to seven courses in height, with an evident short northern ‘box’ flue and longer 
southern flue (see above for a full description). The differential preservation of the kiln to the surrounding 
walls is interesting and could infer the kiln is later than the structure, if broadly contemporary, or continued 
in use after the building was demolished/quarried – a theory which might be confirmed through 
radiocarbon dating. The kiln was constructed in cut [F4009] and contained fills F4012, F4019, F4026 from 
top to bottom, as well as a stone lining F4022 (the number preferred when referencing the kiln in this 
report). A stratigraphically earlier pit ([F4028] containing F4029) of indeterminate function was also partly 
exposed at the kiln’s base. Of note, the secondary fill F4019 was an oxidised clay, while F4026 (the basal 
fill) contained frequent rubble/stone inclusions; these fills were interpreted on site as possibly deriving 
from the collapse of a kiln cap and/or the upper coursing of the kiln’s walls.  

The kiln’s function is not clearly indicated by its fills, and even the usage of the term kiln may be erroneous, 
as it is possible that the feature served a different purpose, such a bread oven. An association with cereal 
drying or metal work has been discounted based on an almost complete absence of cereal evidence or slag, 
despite a rigorous sampling, sieving and flotation programme. Currently the feature is tentatively suggested 
as a pottery or tile kiln. Whilst lacking the some of the diagnostic features for a pottery kiln, such as 
firebricks, fire-bars or a firing pedestal (see Devine and O’ Drisceoil 2022 for a discussion), a concentration 
of pottery wasters was observed within, or close to the kiln structure. In total the kiln’s fills contained eight 
pottery spacers, 15 sherds of medieval pottery, two iron nails and, from the tertiary fill (F4012) a curious 
metal artefact, reminiscent of a ‘miniature axe-head’, which is currently pending identification. An 
additional eight pottery spacers/wasters were also recovered from F4007, a deposit restricted to the 
immediate south of kiln F4022, which is also located at the same physical level on site. Succinctly, of 43 
‘kiln related artefacts’ recovered from Cutting 4, 16 (or 37%) were found in association with the kiln; it is 
also worth noting that a discernibly greater number of ‘kiln artefacts’ were recorded in Cutting 4 (n=43) 
than in Cutting 3 (n=29) (see also below). Certainly, the presence of pottery ‘wasters’ from both seasons of 
excavation points to onsite pottery and/or tile manufacture, although to date only a small number of floor 
or ceramic tiles are known from the site (see below). However, all major ecclesiastical sites of the period 
engaged tiles makers, using temporary in-situ kilns and is it possible that at Ferns this was done at a more 
industrial level, such as observed at Highhays in Kilkenny (Devine and O’ Drisceoil 2002). Establishing the 
function of the kiln will require additional analyses of the artefacts, radiocarbon dating and continued 
comparative historical research. What can be stated with a degree of certainty is that the kiln is broadly 
contemporary to the double-aisled structure and infers an industrial purpose for this building.  

Finally, whist not a focus of this season’s excavation, it is important to reference the outer enclosure ditch 
of the early medieval ecclesiastical complex, which has previously been assessed in Ferns Demesne (Taylor 
2021) and possibly further northwest in the town (McLoughlin and Stafford 2020). This ditch had also been 
excavated in Cutting 2 in 2021, when its form was clarified (as c. 2.8m wide by 0.9m deep) and the basal fill 
was dated, by betula / birch charcoal, to 655-773 cal AD (Shine, Mandal et al. 2021, 43). The 2015 
geophysical survey (Dowling 2015) indicated that the ditch that was excavated in Cutting 2 tracked broadly 
ran south-southwest under the north wall of the double-aisled structure into the area occupied by Cutting 
4; this was confirmed during excavation in 2022 when enclosure was recorded as [F4033] (filled by stone 
fill F4032 and possible slipped bank F4034 – see also descriptions above). As stated, ditch [F4033] was not 
excavated in Cutting 4, partly as it had been a focus of inquiry in the previous season, but also as its 
excavation would have exceeded a depth that was considered safe. However, the top of the cut was 
exposed, where it was recorded as being approximately 2.6m in total width, i.e., similar to the dimensions 
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recorded in Cutting 2; an exact width could not be ascertained as the northern edge but was impacted by 
northern wall F4010. Stone fill F4032 was found to contain one pottery waster and two sherds of medieval 
pottery; these finds could easily be intrusive from overlying deposits (including F4010 of [F4013]) and it is 
possible F4032 may simply be an early medieval fill ditch. Alternatively, F4032 might have been deliberately 
placed in a natural ‘hollow’, left in a previously back-filled early medieval ditch, in advance of constructing 
wall F4010 in the twelfth to fourteenth centuries. Similar patterns of reinforcing the stone walls of the 
double-aisled structure, where it was constructed on top of underlying soft stratigraphy were previously 
documented in 2021; notably, the doubled-aisled structure cuts in Cutting 2 were observed as overlaying 
stone deposits, or pits filled with stone where they crossed over soft stratigraphy, including the backfill of 
the early monastic ditch (Shine, Mandal et al. 2021); this action indicates a deliberate reinforcing of soft 
ground, to spread and support overlying weight from the double-aisled structure. F4032 may be fulfilling a 
similar pattern in Cutting 4.  

Overall, the Cutting 4 excavations were successful in fulfilling their aims, with the double-aisled structure’s 
surviving form well understood and with the kiln now hinting at an industrial function. In 2023 excavation 
focus will shift to the enclosure, identified in the 2015 geophysics, that surround this building; a better 
understanding of this enclosure is likely to be instructive to our overall understanding of the structure itself 
(see also below).  

Artefacts 

While the analyses of the artefacts will continue throughout the lifetime of the project, preliminary analyses 
and counts have been undertaken so a brief summary is merited here. Cuttings 3 and 4 from this past year’s 
season provided a good quantity and variety of artefacts which, when looked at in conjunction with the 
finds from the previous season, continue to develop our understanding of the site. 

Similarly to the 2021 season, many any of the artefacts, as noted earlier, were 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 with 2021, several flint and chert pieces, many of them clearly worked, were found in the upper deposits 
of both Cuttings 3 and 4. While obviously out of context these flints do add to the understanding of the 
general archaeology of the region; when coupled with previous prehistoric excavations, to the north and 
south of the site, and the plethora of features revealed in the 2021 geophysical surveys (see above), there 
is a clear indication that a Neolithic into Bronze Age settlement is located in the vicinity of St Mary’s Abbey. 

Both cuttings returned a large number of pottery sherds, with the amount of pottery recovered from both 
Cuttings 3 and 4 being nearly equivalent. Preliminary identifications of the sherds on site indicate a large 
portion of the pottery consisting of Leinster Cooking Ware, as well as Wexford Type Courseware and 
Wexford Type Ware, an unsurprising assemblage considering the geography, status, and estimated date of 
the site. Additionally, the assemblages include sherds of North Devon Ware, Saintonge Green and 
Saintonge Sgraffito Ware, as well as Ham Green A and B wares. These findings align with the types of 
pottery that were found in the 2021 season. Ham Green A and B wares 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 further explored at the end of the excavation.  
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Figure 1.48: Proportion of medieval and post-medieval pottery from Cutting 3 

 
Figure 1.49: Proportion of medieval and post-medieval pottery from Cutting 4 

While much of the pottery was from the disturbed upper stratigraphy, occasional lower sealed 
archaeological deposits did also contain a large number of pottery sherds. For example, fire-pit [F3029] in 
the eastern range contained 80 sherds of medieval pottery, consisting predominantly of Leinster Cooking 
Ware; this pottery is of note, as a large amount of the sherds were extremely heavily mineralised, or 
possibly have remnants of glazing, which would be an unusual finding for a traditionally unglazed ceramic. 
A lead came was also found in this pit, providing clear evidence for glazed windows at the site. Further 
evidence for glazing at the site included a splayed windowsill, with glazing holes, from rubbish pit [F3032]. 

This was one of several architectural fragments found throughout the excavations in both Cuttings 3 and 
4. Notably, a fragment from F3001 was uncovered with a partial mason’s mark. This is in addition to another 
stone from Cutting 2 in 2021 with a mason’s mark. An initial examination of mason marks in St Edan’s 
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cathedral, and the medieval structure to its east, have not found comparable examples. However, future 
specialist analyses, and/or the uncovering of more stones with markings in the 2023 season, might provide 
insight on the relationship between the excavated medieval structures and other extant medieval ruins on 
site. There were also several slate tiles coming from sealed deposits F3004, F3011, F3014, F3015, F3016, 
and F4008. Additionally, a potential roof weight was found from F4007, while a ceramic tile was present in 
F3020. This tile is in addition to a single medieval floor tile from F1004 in 2021; such a small number 
indicates the floors were either extensively quarried/recycled or, more likely, didn’t have tiled floors. In 
2021, in Cutting 2, ridge tiles were also recovered. One of tiles found (from F2003) was identified by Ms 
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, it was noted that all major ecclesiastical sites of the 
period engaged tiles makers, using temporary in-situ kilns (Wren pers comm.). The presence of pottery 
‘wasters’ from both seasons of excavation certainly points to onsite pottery and/or tile manufacture, which 
might be archaeologically recorded on site in the presence of kiln F3022. Large amounts of pottery 
spacers/wasters and kiln waste or ‘furniture’ was also found in both Cuttings 3 and 4 in 2022, with a greater 
concentration of ‘kiln related artefacts’ in Cutting 4 (n=43) than Cutting 3 (n=29). Within Cutting 4, clear 
concentrations of these artefacts were documented in F4001 and F4003 (topsoil and a generic agricultural 
deposit, which overly both the kiln and the whole cutting), F4007 (a deposit immediately adjacent the kiln) 
and F4012 (the tertiary kiln fill); further analyses on the kiln waste from Cutting 4 is likely to shed further 
light on the use of the kiln feature itself.  

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.  

A small number of burnt features were recorded on site in both seasons of the excavation which could be 
related to any number of activities, such as cooking, kilns, furnaces etc. Of note fire-pit [F3029], and 
associated raked out burnt deposits, could (as previously argued) be evidence that Cutting 3 is positioned 
across the calefactory of the monastery. This feature contained virtually no slag or animal bone, indicating 
it is unlikely to be related to smelting or cooking. However, a good quantity of animal bone (some with 
butchery marks) from both this and last season will also be instructive on dietary intake and animal 
husbandry practices on site. The bone is being assessed seasonally by project zooarchaeologist Fiona 
Beglane, with the faunal report from Season One appended to this report as Appendix 4.  

Rarer finds from this season included a medieval dress pin (which unfortunately was recovered ex-situ from 
the upper cutting stratigraphy) and an unidentified ferrous object from the kiln’s tertiary fill, which 
resembles a ‘miniature axe-head’. Both items are being submitted to conservator, Ms Susannah Kelly in 
UCD, but the miniature axe-head in particular could be of significance in interpreting the function of kiln 
F3022. A singe coin was also recovered this season, from topsoil in Cutting 3, which has been provisionally 
identified by Mr Gerry Mullins as a twelfth century Scottish token. Three further coins were found in 2021, 
including a copper George III half penny (from c. 1788 to 1850 AD) (www.numista.com) and two silver Long 
Cross Type coins from c. the thirteenth century. One of these coins was from a foundation trench of the 
double-aisled structure, so was particularly helpful in dating that feature.  

Geological Interpretation 

On foot of two seasons and the completion of four cuttings, the most remarkable but also unsurprising 
aspect of the use of stone in wall and structure building is the consistency of lithology. Almost all of the 
material used is available locally, as bedrock, and in the tills. The bedrock under the site is felsic volcanics, 
a unit within the Campile formation, which comprises: pale coloured rhyolites and rhyolitic tuffs or 
agglomerates in grey and brown slaty mudstones with occasional andesitic tuffs or agglomerates.  

In Cutting 1, there is a distinction between the stone used in the north-south wall and the east-west wall. 
This difference is more in the nature of the stone than the composition. In the north-south wall, the stone 
is predominantly angular and carefully constructed, utilising the natural fractures of the rocks. It is likely, 
based on the shapes of the stones and the lack of rounding / wear, that this stone was sourced in bedrock 

http://www.numista.com/
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– i.e. most likely quarried. The east-west wall is more crudely made, with a greater size range of stones, 
and many of the rocks are rounded, indicative of coming from secondary sources. Rock types not available 
in the bedrock at the site are represented in small numbers, notably slate (which does occur to the 
northwest in bedrock and would occur in glacial tills on site). 

The use of stone in Cutting 2 is, as noted above, similar in terms of rock type to the other cuttings, 
dominated by local bedrock. The stone used is predominantly rounded and greatly varies in size, similar to 
the east-west wall in Cutting 1. As with this wall, it appears these stones have come from secondary sources, 
most likely from tills. 

The walls in Cutting 3, and the rubble that overlay them, is geologically similar, but some of the stone is 
angular and of similar size, and as with the north-south wall in Cutting 1, some stone appears to have been 
derived from bedrock, exploiting natural jointing in the rock. A large, rounded block of granite was noted 
in Cutting 3; this is most likely from glacial tills, with granite occurring in bedrock c. 2km to the west, and of 
course in the Leinster Granite to the north. 

The walls in Cutting 4 are, as would be expected, similar to those in the adjacent Cutting 2, as noted above. 
The kiln structure is however different. Although the rock types are the same (local), the stones are angular 
and quite uniform in size, and are similar to the north-south wall in Cutting 1, and part of walls in Cutting 
3; i.e. they appear to have been derived from bedrock. 

The stone types that occur in these cuttings are very similar to those that occur in St. Mary’s church, in 
terms of rock type. In the church, angular stones, as seen in the north-south wall of Cutting 1 (also in parts 
of Cutting 3, and the kiln in Cutting 4), notably in what remains of the north wall of the church abutting the 
square west end tower. The central portions of the walls are a mixture of angular blocks, which appear to 
come from bedrock (i.e. quarried), and larger, rounded blocks of similar rock types, but most likely from 
secondary sources. 

The only rock type that stands out as unusual (not local) is the architectural stone, a bluish grey volcanic / 
metamorphic rock, used as a decorative stone in the arches of the chancel of St Mary’s Church. A number 
of large architectural fragments of this stone were identified in disturbed contexts, notably in Cuttings 1 
and 3. A license to alter has been granted by the NMI and a thin section of one of these samples is, at the 
time of writing, being prepared in UCD School of Earth Sciences to identify the rock type and attempt to 
locate potential sources. 

Future Direction 

While the preliminary excavation results from both 2021 and 2022 are extremely exciting and answered 
nearly all of our initial research questions, further investigation is merited of both medieval structures 
investigated to date. In truth the excavation results, especially when considered in tandem with the various 
geophysical surveys of the site and the commercial archaeological excavation undertaken by TVAS Ltd, 
suggests that St Mary’s field could benefit from several more years research exploring its entire history 
from prehistory to the present day. However, in 2023 the field will be returned to arable agriculture, 
limiting the scope for summer season excavations. As such, and whilst there may be opportunities for non-
invasive and/or winter surveys, summer 2023 will represent the last opportunity for an extended field 
season at the site. Considering this limitation, the priority is to fully understand the two medieval buildings 
excavated to date, rather than explore some of the numerous other potential research avenues presented 
by the site. Three clear priorities have been identified to finish the project as follows:  

1. The cuttings to date have been placed at right angles across the range, and not explored in any detail 
the internal division of space. As such it is proposed to excavate a cutting in 2023 at right angles to 
Cutting 3 toward the extant church. This cutting will aim to address the internal division of the east 
range, with both excavation and geophysical survey data indicating that it is likely to be the most intact 
range on site. The cutting will also aim to inform if the east range had a conventional arrangement of 
chapter house, calefactory and other rooms at ground level – possibly even revealing evidence of 
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potential for a dormitory overhead. Crucially the cutting may also inform on the phasing between the 
construction of the church and the claustral ranges, which is a key question the requires resolution.  

2. The double-aisled structure’s surviving form and date are now well understood, but its function 
remains elusive. The kiln bonded into its central spine wall is considered crucial to potentially 
understanding its overall function, which currently appears likely to be industrial. However, possibly of 
equal value would be an assessment of the enclosure that the double-aisled structure it is positioned 
at the centre of. This enclosure was identified as anomaly G7 in the 2015 geophysical survey (see Figure 
1.15) and was interpreted as ‘a large, sub-circular enclosure [G7] which is evidenced as a band of 
varying magnetic gradient some 3–4m in width and 65m in maximum diameter’ (Dowling 2015, 9). A 
better understanding of this enclosure may be important to our overall understanding of the double-
aisled structure, and any industry that it may be associated with.  

3. If the timeframe for the field being placed into arable use allowed, it would be beneficial to see if there 
is evidence for a latrine-drain at the southeast corner of the monastery. This feature was an important 
part of the monastery and crucial to the functioning of the refectory/kitchen and dormitory ranges. A 
cutting in this location might also provide additional data on the extent to which the southern range 
survives; whilst a wall of this range was uncovered in Cutting 1 in 2021, the available GPR data from 
Dig Ventures (see above) indicates that this range is likely to be extensively quarried. As the monastic 
drain was not obviously revealed during this survey it may be beneficial to run additional surveys across 
the southeast corner of the monastery in advance of any proposed excavation, especially since the 
previous GPR survey concluded at the limit of the conjectured northern range, i.e., it may have just 
missed the monastic drain.  
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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 two seasons of the St Mary’s excavation. As the excavation is planned to 
progress for one more season in 2023, tabular and easily accessible, Preliminary Excavation Report(s) (PEX) 
are provided (see Tables 2.1 to 2.7). 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 2022 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) Ms Susannah Kelly of 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 

2022 Stone Architectural Fragment (E00508:3003:AF3058) Stephen Mandal 7738 

Table 2.1: Running total of NMI Licences to Alter/Export 

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, such as medieval nails, 
from the excavation. To date Cardiff have conserved artefacts from the IAFS Carrick excavation, also in 
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Wexford. However, we may also engage Cardiff to conserve the St Mary’s Abbey collections, once 
appropriate permits for alter and export from the NMI are secured. As stated, any delicate artefacts, or 
artefacts considered of greater archaeological importance (such as the dress pin in 2023), are pending 
conservation by Ms Susannah Kelly in UCD. A list of permits for items already submitted to specialists is 
presented in Table 2.1.  

Specialist Work 

In 2022 the second two cuttings (Cuttings 3 and 4) were completed and backfilled, following the first two 
cuttings in 2021 (Cuttings 1 and 2). Many of the materials from Season One have already been assessed, 
with the collections from Season Two now being prepared for submission to specialists. The faunal 
collection for Cuttings 1 and 2 has already been assessed Dr Fiona Beglane of Sligo Institute of Technology, 
the project zooarchaeologist (see Appendix 4). Human remains were examined on-site by 
osteoarchaeologists Dr Linda Lynch in 2021 and Dr Anna Maria Diana. The final report on the burial from 
Dr Anna Maria Diana is currently scheduled for completion in February 2023. The pottery finds for the 
project are identified on a near ‘live’ basis by the project’s ceramic specialist, Ms Clare McCutcheon. Ms 
McCutcheon identifies all our ceramics, in tandem with Ms Lauren Byrne (our in-house post-excavation 
manager) who enters this data into our ‘running’ NMI register (see also Figures 1.47 and 1.48). Lithics from 
the project can now also be forwarded to project lithic specialist Mr Dermot Moore subject to permit for 
export from the NMI. These permits will be sought in 2023. Currently the IAFS also engage the services of 
Dr Brendan O’ Neill, UCD, 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. The first piece of unusual ‘green-stone’ from the site is in the process of being 
thin-sectioned. 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 the final 2023 season 
before also being sent to specialists for review, in advance of a full stratigraphic report on the site.  

As stated, 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 both 2021 and 
2022 (Cuttings 1 to 4) are presented in tabular format below.  

Dating 

A small sample of three AMS radiocarbon dates (as shown in Table 2.2) were obtained in 2021/2022. The 
number of dates will be limited until archaeological excavation is wholly complete in 2023, so final dates 
can be carefully chosen, whilst also considering the results of final specialist reports. In the interim a small 
number of dates are obtained for each year, to feed ‘live data’ to the field team to aid their interpretation 
from season to season. Currently a permit has been submitted to the NMI to date bone from Burial 1A and 
oyster shell from the kiln from the 2022 field season.  

All radiometric dating is 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   

Worked Animal Bone - DHB 3 

Total 188   



Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery 

Archaeological Excavation Report 2022 – Page 68 

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 the excavation of Cutting 3 
  

Archaeological Artefacts Archaeological Ecofacts 

 Count  Count (bags/containers) 

Ceramic 
 

Pottery 302 Soil Floated 

Clay Pipe 18 Animal bone 56 (3308g) 

Other -   

Iron/Metal 

Iron/Metal 
General 

5 Other 

Brick 2  (345g) 

Plaster - (0g) 

Metal Slag 15 (910g) 

Mortar 1  (70g) 

Shell 2  (6g) 

Stone -  (0g) 

Botanic 6  (571g) 

Iron Nails 56 Total - (0g) 

Glass 4 
Paper Records 

 Count 

Kiln/Furnace “Furniture” 29 Feature Sheets 37 

Slate (Tiles) 6 Drawings 10 

Stone 12 Photographs 130 

Flint 4   

Wood - 

  Worked Animal Bone - 

Total 436 
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Table 2.6: Artefacts, ecofacts, and paper archive generated through the excavation of Cutting 4 
 
  

Archaeological Artefacts Archaeological Ecofacts 

 Count  Count (bags/containers) 

Ceramic 
 

Pottery 221 Soil Floated 

Clay Pipe 1 Animal bone 97 (11408g) 

Other -   

Iron/Metal 

Iron/Metal 
General 

4 Other 

Brick - (0g) 

Plaster - (0g) 

Metal Slag 23  (2506g) 

Mortar 1  (5g) 

Shell 12  (288g) 

Stone -  (0g) 

Botanic 17 (2564g) 

Iron Nails 17 Total - (0g) 

Glass 1 
Paper Records 

 Count 

Kiln/Furnace “Furniture” 43 Feature Sheets 37 

Slate (Tiles) 2 Drawings 21 

Stone* 5 Photographs 139 

Flint 8   

Wood - 

  Worked Animal Bone - 

Total 302 
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Table 2.7: 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 IAFS, WCC, statutory organisations, a range of Irish and international academic 
partners and the local community. The three-year excavation is also receiving financial support, particularly 
for key community archaeology initiatives, 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 wider Fern’s heritage story in a creative and sustainable manner, 
thus providing added economic and amenity value to the local community. The partnership between the 
IAFS, WCC and the local community is a commitment to bring the site to life and give 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 current ‘historical’ story, which is 
focused on its sub-surface heritage, and can be relayed to visitors long after the excavation concludes.  

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 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, particularly those related to community engagement.  
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Community Education and Outreach Events 

The IAFS 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 2022 our programme 
was curtailed, in terms of duration and scope due to on-going concerns over the Covid-19 pandemic, and 
our commitments to other projects, but we still managed to deliver a reduced programme of events 
including a range of site tours, online lectures, school visits, conference presentations etc. 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: A delegation from Ouistreham, Normandy (led by Mayor Romain Bail) visiting the site 

In 2022 we welcomed casual visitors on an almost daily basis, including academics, local historians, 
archaeologists from state authorities and interested tourists. We also welcomed any local schools who 
requested site visits, with these visits restricted for this field season as the excavation occurred at the tail 
end of the academic school year.  

Community excavation 

An undoubted highlight of the 2021 St Mary’s excavation season was a two weeklong community 
excavation in August. 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 Shine, Mandal et al. 2021). The community 
excavation in Clone (located 2.5km from Ferns) in 2021 was our second community dig at the site, with the 
first occurring prior to Covid in December 2019. Unfortunately, in 2022 other commitments prevented us 
from running a dedicated community dig, but we still welcomed previous volunteers back to the project, 
even for a couple of hours, where possible. A much wider range of participative community events are 
already planned for summer 2023.  

http://www.iafs.ie/
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Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery Online 

Since the Covid-19 pandemic and resulting restrictions, much of the Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery 
project has, by necessity, been delivered online. In previous seasons online dissemination has included the 
preparation of dedicated vlogs, professionally produced videos (see 
https://www.youtube.com/c/IrishArchaeologyFieldSchool) and the production of a blog series (amongst 
other initiatives). Since the resumption of fieldwork we continue to maintain a strong online presence for 
project. This includes promotion across our two websites or on any of our 10 social media platforms (please 
consult Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, YouTube and Twitter for both the IHS and IAFS for examples of our 
prolific work across all online platforms). We pride ourselves on disseminating all our field-based heritage 
information in accessible means (both in traditional and online formats) to reach our maximum possible 
audience; these efforts have seen our Facebook following grow to nearly 7,000 – a substantial number for 
a sector such as ours. In addition to more traditional online promotion this season we also featuring the 
Ferns research was presented at a range of online courses throughout the year, including in a series of 
‘Know Your Locality Courses’, commissioned by County Council Heritage Officers in Dublin, Kildare, Laois, 
Meath, Offlay, Roscommon, Sligo and Westmeath. 

Student and Community Research 

The IAFS have a track record of promoting student research and we continue to promote student research 
at all our field projects. In 2022 we: 

• 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 
hopefully focus on St Mary’s Abbey and the wider environs of Ferns.  

National and International Dissemination 

Lectures and Seminars 

Live lectures and seminars on the project were undertaken in 2022 (after severe limitations on this type of 
dissemination in the last two years due to Covid-19 restrictions). These lectures included several lectures 
to international organisations such as the Institute for Field Research, California State University 
Sacramento and Teen Friends of Archaeology (UCLA). Highlights of the year included:  

• March 2022: Presenting of a paper entitled Aidan’s Arrival The Archaeological Story at the Ancient 
Connections Storytelling Festival; this was a three-day event which explored the folklore and ancient 
stories that connect Pembrokeshire and Wexford across the Irish Sea, and the archaeological 
knowledge that underpins them. 

• August 2022: Presentation of a paper entitled Seir Kieran: What Lies Beneath as a Heritage Week event 
in County Offaly. This paper focused on the results of the 2021 geophysical surveys at both Seir Kieran 
and Ferns, and how geophysical surveys can subsequently be verified through targeted excavation. 

• September 2022: Hosting the Archaeological Institute of America on the site and presenting on the 
results of the excavations. 

• November 2022: Presentation of a paper entitled Ferns: Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery to the Sea 
and Settlement in Ireland Conference. This was a three-day conference hosted by the Group for the 
Study of Irish Historic Settlement (GSIHS) in Dublin.  

https://www.youtube.com/c/IrishArchaeologyFieldSchool
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Press and Recognition 

The project was reasonably well covered in the press and this year featured in some of the local newspapers 
(such as the Wexford People, Guardian and New Ross People) and local radio (South-East Radio). Previous 
initiatives of the wider Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery, such as the community excavations at Clone, 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 Abbey will be invaluable in future 
seasons.  

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 a milestone will be reached in 2023 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 15 chapters of the origins and evolution of medieval Ferns. 

Crucially this volume will feature not only the excavations undertaken at St Mary’s Abbey, but also research 
supported by the IAFS as part of their wider Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery project, with five chapters 
accepted for publication, including on the expanded excavations at Clone, 3D scanning in Ferns town, an 
overview of Fern’s archaeology and the 2021 programme of geophysical surveys throughout the town. 

 
Figure 3.2: Cover of the forthcoming Discovering Medieval Ferns Volume 
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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 Abbey 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 2023, as any lingering concerns over travel associated with Covid-19 dissipate, that the number of 
international visitors to the excavation will grow. Such a correction will also allow us to resume welcoming 
international groups to the site and town. However, as noted above 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. 

Community Plans for 2023 

We were delighted to recently receive additional support from Ancient Connections which will facilitate our 
largest ever programme of public outreach initatives in 2023, which will include:  

• Discovering Medieval Ferns Book Launch and Celebration (and video output of same): A book launch 
will be held in the summer of 2023 to coincide with the conclusion of the Ancient Connections project, 
the launch of the Discovering Medieval Ferns Volume and the conclusion of the St Mary’s excavation. 
The book launch will also serve as an opportunity to present a summary of the three years of fieldwork 
in Ferns and the aims of the project ‘going forward’. A video of the day will be professionally produced, 
which will celebrate the achievements of the last three years and act as a ‘book-end’ to the excavation. 

• Discovering Medieval Ferns Blog Series: Following from Discovering Medieval Ferns Volume each 
academic paper will be edited into plain English, widely accessible blogs, which will provide bite-size 
summaries of the book chapters. 

• Aidan’s Archaeological Camp: A week-long archaeological kid’s camp will be held in the summer of 
2023, designed and implemented by the award-winning children’s archaeology company Dig it Kids. 
This camp will coincide with the real excavation at St Mary’s, so children can tour the excavation and 
share in the exactment of a live archaeological dig. 

• Aidan’s Monastery Open Day: A one-day ‘open-day’ will be held to coincide with live archaeological 
excavations at St Mary’s. Planned events will include reenactors, children’s activities, site tours and 
engaging expert archaeological workshops; collectively these demonstrations will allow attendees of 
all ages and backgrounds the opportunity to experience life in medieval Ferns. 

• Ferns and North Wexford (Teacher Focused) Online Heritage Course: A bespoke ‘Know Your Locality’ 
course will be run in the spring of 2023. This course builds on the significant recent experience of the 
IAFS in leading community participants step-by-step through the available online sources that allow 
them to paint a picture of the geological, archaeological, and historical events that happened close to 
where they live. This course will be tailored specifically to provides teachers in North Wexford with 
professional development so they better can assist their students in studying their own locality and 
provide a more ‘local’ focus in history classes.  

• Schools High Cross Workshops: A partnership project between both the IAFS and Dig it Kids will provide 
online workshops on the social role of high crosses and how their panels expressed important messages 
for their community. The Dig it Kids teams will provide school children with step-by-step instructions 
on how to create your own high cross panels before students are tasked with creating their own panel 
which demonstrates what is important to the community of Ferns today.  
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Appendix 1 – Recorded Archaeological Sites and Monuments 

Recorded Archaeological Monuments located within c. 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 

twelfth 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 thirteenth 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 c. 400m to the E. 

 Despite such an auspicious beginning the settlement declined rapidly in the fourteenth 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 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. 

http://www.archaeology.ie/
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 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 thirteenth 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 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. c. 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 
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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) 

 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 
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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. 

 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. c. 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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Date of upload: 30 April, 2012 
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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 
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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 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 

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-). 

Compiled by: Michael Moore 

Date of upload: 30 April, 2012 

 

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. 

Compiled by: Michael Moore 

Date of upload: 30 April, 2012 

 

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 

 Sheehan, C. 2006 Ferns Upper, Ferns. Medieval, in I. Bennett, Excavations 2003. Summary accounts of 

archaeological excavations in Ireland, 532, No. 2018. Wordwell. Bray 

 

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 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 

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 
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(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 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-) 
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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 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) 

Compiled by: Michael Moore 

Date of upload: 18 November 2020 

References: 1. McLoughlin, C. 2020a From early to late: uncovering medieval Ferns. Archaeology Ireland, 132, vol. 34, 

No. 2, 30-4. 

 2. McLoughlin, C. 2020b Preliminary Archaeological Excavation Report, Castleland, Ferns, Co. Wexford. Licence: 

18E0526. Unpublished report, Stafford/McLoughlin 

 

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 
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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). 

 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) 

Compiled by: Michael Moore 

Date of upload: 26 February 2021 

References: Dowling, G. 2015 Geophysical investigations at Ferns, Co. Wexford. Licence No. 15R042. Unpublished report, The 

Discovery Programme 

 Taylor, K. and Hurley, K. 2021 R772 Ferns Village Pavement Scheme Phase 2, Ferns Co. Wexford. Stage (iii) Post-

excavation Assessment Report. Licence: E004633. Unpublished Report, TVAS 

 

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) 

Compiled by: Michael Moore 

Date of upload: 2 May, 2012 

Amended: 21 October 2020 
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References: 1. Ryan, F. 2000 Archaeologicl findings from monitoring of Phase 1 of Ferns sewerage scheme, Co. Wexford. 

Unpublished report. Mary Henry Archaeological Services. 

 2. Ryan, F. 2012 22 Excavation of a late Iron Age ring-ditch at Ferns Lower, Co. Wexford. in Corlett, C. and M. 

Potterton (eds) Life and Death in Iron Age Ireland in the light of recent archaeological excavations. 22, 273-89. 

Dublin, Wordwell 

 3. Ryan, F. and M. Henry 2000 Ferns sewerage scheme. Multi-period. in I. Bennett Excavations 1999. Summary 

accounts of archaeological excavations in Ireland, 300-02, No. 875. 

 

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) 

Compiled by: Michael Moore 

Date of upload: 2 May, 2012 

References: 1. Ryan, F. and M. Henry 2000 Ferns sewerage scheme. Multi-period. in I. Bennett Excavations 1999. Summary 

accounts of archaeological excavations in Ireland, 300-02, No. 875. 

 2. Ryan, F. 2000 Archaeologicl findings from monitoring of Phase 1 of Ferns sewerage scheme, Co. Wexford. 

Unpublished report. Mary Henry Archaeological Services. 

 

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). 

Compiled by: Michael Moore 

Date of upload: 23 August, 2018 
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Appendix 2 – Recorded Archaeological Excavations 

The excavation bulletin website (www.excavations.ie) was consulted to identify previous excavations 
that have been carried out in the vicinity of the proposed development.  This database contains 
summary accounts of excavations carried out in Ireland from 1970 to 2022. 
 
Excavation No: 1995:273 
Site name: Castleland, Ferns  
SMR No.: N/A 
Licence No.: 95E0067  
Author: Margaret Gowen, Rath House, Ferndale Rd, Rathmichael, Co. Dublin.  
Site type: Medieval urban  
ITM: E 702228m, N 649845m  
Description: Archaeological assessment was carried out on the site of a proposed private residence at Castleland, Ferns, Co. 

Wexford, to fulfil a condition in the planning decision. The site lies c. 100 metres south-east of Ferns Castle, which 
was excavated by P. David Sweetman for the Office of Public Works between 1972 and 1975. The OPW 
excavation yielded a very large amount of pottery, much of which dated to the 13th century; the majority was 
locally made but imported wares were also represented. Similar locally made pottery was recovered during this 
assessment. 
  Seven trenches were opened by mechanical excavator. In general the topsoil/sod was 200mm deep across the 
site, with approximately 100mm of cultivated soil between this and a sterile orange/brown stony boulder-clay 
subsoil. The site was very disturbed where a previous building had been demolished and cleared away. Other 
areas were disturbed, with spreads of relatively modern rubbish including clinker, bottles and other debris. 
  The first trench was aligned north-east/south-west along the back of the site and was almost 50m long. In it the 
fill of an archaeological feature (what was at first interpreted as a possible ‘slot-trench’) was noted. On 
preliminary examination and partial excavation within Trench 1, the fill of the feature yielded a quantity of coarse, 
friable pottery which was identified as 13th-century, hand-built cooking ware. The trench was widened into an 
open area roughly 3m x 3m in order to follow the archaeological feature exposed; the full extent of the feature 
was revealed to be just 2.6m in length and it provided no further evidence for any associated features or for 
related archaeological activity. The feature was seen as a parallel-sided area of archaeologically enriched earth 
before excavation, with stones breaking the surface in the portion exposed in Trench 1. 
  During excavation the stones in the fill were found to be concentrated at the western end and not to extend 
eastwards. The angular uncut stones (with one exception) ranged in size from 0.1m to 0.23m, and included a 
spud-stone. The fill was a dark brown earth with dispersed, oxidised clay inclusions across the full length of the 
exposed surface and in the upper fill. Pottery was found in intense concentrations throughout the profile in the 
deepest portion of the feature which had a maximum depth of 0.3m. After excavation the base of the feature was 
found to rise to and run out onto the subsoil surface at both ends. The deepest portion, which measured over 1m 
in length, had a steep-sided and gently round-bottomed profile. The pottery, almost 800 sherds, represented at 
least eight vessels; there were no other medieval artefacts recovered. 
  The feature defied interpretation during excavation and an interpretation continues to be problematic. It could 
be the remains of a slot-trench belonging to a domestic structure, all trace of the remains of which have been 
obliterated elsewhere. The presence of the spud-stone strengthens this possibility. While the site lacked any 
further archaeological features, a very thin spread of archaeological soil did extend south-west along Trench 1. 
However, this appeared to represent soil ‘dragged’ some 4-5m from the feature described above. 
  The pottery retrieved is almost all domestic cooking ware, some of which was sooted as a result of use in a 
domestic situation. There were no wasters in the pottery recovered and, while the feature could be part of a 
drafting flue, there was no evidence for intense burning or even of light burning in the areas opened. 
  The feature, yielding so much pottery, is apparently all that remains of archaeological activity on the site dating 
to the 13th century. The remainder of the site investigated was either without archaeological soils and features or 
was significantly disturbed. The site does not have any further archaeological potential. The proposed 
development was, therefore, not in danger of causing any damage to archaeological remains and was allowed to 
proceed. 

 
Excavation No: 1998:665 
Site name: FERNS/FERNS DEMESNE/FERNS UPPER/FERNS LOWER  
SMR No.: SMR 15:3 and 15:4 
Licence No.: 98E0132  
Author: Mary Henry, 1 Jervis Place, Clonmel, Co. Tipperary.  
Site type: Medieval and post-medieval town and vicinity of abbey  
ITM: E 701971m, N 649783m  
Description: During late March and April 1998 a licence was held to undertake pre-construction testing in advance of pipe-

laying on the Ferns Sewerage Scheme. Pipe-laying works commenced in February 1999. The purpose of the site 
testing was to determine the presence or absence of archaeological remains and to establish how the proposed 
construction works could affect any archaeological remains that might be uncovered. 
  Several areas were looked at in and around the village of Ferns. No testing was carried out in the centre of the 
village as the scheme will not go through there. The first area tested was c. 2 miles to the south-east of the 
village, in a rural setting. Trenches were opened in this area owing to the possible presence of a large, oval 
enclosure and possible field system (SMR 15:4) that had been identified by aerial photography. The possible 
enclosure measured c. 100m x 60m. It was identified in the centre of the field. The proposed route for the 



Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery - APPENDICES 

Archaeological Excavation Report 2022 – Page 94 

pipeline was some distance away from the possible site. However, nine test-trenches were opened to establish 
whether the proposed works could in any way impinge on the site. There was nothing of any archaeological 
significance found in the test-trenches. 
  The second area looked at was closer to Ferns, along an approach road into the village and inside the zone of 
archaeological potential for the village. This part of the pipeline route will sweep around the outside of the 
perimeter walls of St Aedan's graveyard. It is possible that stray architectural fragments and memorials associated 
with the graveyard will be encountered along this part of the pipeline route. In addition to St Aedan's graveyard, 
the Augustinian Abbey is sited c. 80m to the north of the pipeline route. Given the close proximity of this part of 
the route to the Abbey and to St Aedan's graveyard, it was decided to open sixteen test-trenches. All of the test-
trenches were sited on the road. All were opened in sterile ground, and nothing of archaeological significance 
found in any of them. 
  A third part of the proposed pipeline route was tested. This area lay about half a mile to the north-east of the 
village. Though within a rural setting, it was partly within the zone of archaeological potential for the village of 
Ferns. Six test-trenches were opened in this area. However, testing was abandoned following the uncovering of 
archaeology. A recommendation was made to reroute the pipeline away from this area. 
  In one test-trench a relatively modern field drain was uncovered. In another no archaeology was uncovered. In 
the other four test-trenches archaeological remains were uncovered. They consisted of a series of linear cuts, 
possible post-holes and burnt spreads. A small amount of Bronze Age pottery was uncovered from the fills within 
the cuts. The archaeology was not excavated, and testing ceased. It was decided to reroute the pipeline away 
from this area. 

 
Excavation No: 1998:666 
Site name: MAIN STREET, FERNS  
SMR No.: SMR 15:3 
Licence No.: 98E0273  
Author: Florence M. Hurley, 8 Marina Park, Victoria Road, Cork.  
Site type: Adjacent to castle  
ITM: E 702020m, N 649789m  
Description: Archaeological assessment of a site in Main Street (Castleland), Ferns, was carried out over two days in June 

1998. The site lies immediately north of Ferns Castle and extends right up to the north-east tower. The proposed 
development would have been built virtually up against the ruined tower. Previous excavations by Sweetman 
(PRIA 79C, 1979) had revealed a large fosse, mostly rock-cut, on the southern and eastern sides of the castle. 
Testing found that construction of the previous buildings on the site had removed all of the soils down to 
bedrock, a distance of 10m back from the street front. The bedrock drops sharply downwards here. This may be 
partly due to a sewer pipe running across the site along this area. 
  The other half of the site showed areas of disturbance, with much modern rubble present. The area closest to 
the north-east tower had been completely disturbed by the insertion of an engine pit from the mechanic's 
workshop that formerly stood there. This disturbance extended down to the bedrock, 1.43m below present 
ground level. This pit is built right up to where the edge of the north-east tower should be; however, no trace of 
this was found. 
  The south-western corner of the site produced the clearest evidence of archaeological activity. Here the bedrock 
dropped away quite sharply to a depth of almost 1.5m below ground level. Given that bedrock is c. 1m above 
ground level in the base of the north-east tower, this is a considerable drop in height and, taken with the position 
of the bedrock in the centre of the site, suggests that the fosse, already found on two sides of the castle, is 
present here also. There was 1m of fill in the fosse comprising varying brown, sandy and silty clays. All of these 
were sterile with the exception of the uppermost one, which produced two sherds of blackware. Sweetman 
found the fosse around the castle to be at its widest (6m) on its eastern side. No sign of a southern edge of the 
fosse was uncovered during the testing. The break in the bedrock where the sewer pipe crosses the site may be 
associated with a possible northern edge. If so, then the fosse would be at least 9m wide. It would also be 
shallower than that found on the eastern side of the castle. There it was at least 5m deep, here it is only 2-3m 
deep. 
  The layout of the development was altered as a result of the testing, with further monitoring of construction 
taking place. 

 
Excavation No: 1999:876 
Site name: CASTLELANDS, FERNS  
SMR No.: N/A 
Licence No.: 99E0527  
Author: Claire Walsh, Archaeological Projects Ltd, 25A Eaton Square, Terenure, Dublin 6W.  
Site type: Pits  
ITM: E 702128m, N 649945m  
Description: Preliminary archaeological assessment was undertaken on a large development site on the outskirts of Ferns, Co. 

Wexford, on 5 October 1999. The site is a large green field, which slopes gently from north to south. It is c. 60m 
south-west of the early 13th-century castle of Ferns. 
  Test excavation was undertaken in tandem with geophysical ground investigation, carried out by GSB 
Prospection, Bradford. Anomalies noted through geophysical detection were investigated by opening a trench 
using a mechanical excavator with a grading bucket. 
  Visibility of features varied, depending on the nature of the fill, but in general the underlying pale boulder clay 
facilitated the identification of negative features. 
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  Archaeological features were noted in Trenches 1 and 2. All were sealed by topsoil. While no datable artefacts 
were recovered from either area, the absence of medieval or later pottery from the features, and in any 
significant quantity from the overlying soils, suggests that they are probably of earlier date. 
  An extensive grouping of shallow pits, containing burnt material, soil and stones, is indicated on the southern 
end of the site. Further work is required to determine the nature, date and extent of this group of features. 
  Unusually for a well-drained area close to a medieval town, there were very few sherds of medieval pottery in 
the topsoil, while post-medieval wares were noted in all trenches except Trench 4. There is scant evidence of 
continuous cultivation of this field, and there appear to be no features of medieval date in this area of the town. 

 
Excavation No: 1999:877 
Site name: FERNS LOWER, FERNS  
SMR No.: N/A 
Licence No.: 99E0450  
Author: Frank Ryan, Mary Henry & Associates, 1 Jervis Place, Clonmel, Co. Tipperary.  
Site type: Ring-ditch  
ITM: E 702113m, N 649123m  
Description: A small ring-ditch was revealed in the north-west corner of the reed bed area following bulldozing of the field. 

The site, which comprised a circle of charcoal-rich soil c. 5m in diameter and 0.5m wide, contained surface 
evidence of burnt bone and scorched earth. It contained the charred remains of large oak timbers, which 
underlay the cremated remains of five individuals, three of which were accompanied by grave-goods. 
  Excavation revealed five areas within the ditch fill that contained cremated bone; three of these also contained 
grave-goods. The cremated remains appear to have been burnt elsewhere and then transferred to the ring-ditch. 
The charred remains of timber planking underlay one of the cremated deposits, indicating the use of a wooden 
stretcher for interment. 
  Evidence of substantial oak beams was found in the ditch fill below the cremated remains. These were 
extensively burnt before the interment of the cremations and contained a series of small iron nails that were 
attached to the upper surface. 
  The lowest level of the trench, which was up to 0.4m deep, contained a layer of redeposited subsoil within which 
some stake-holes were found. 
  At least fifty glass beads, some of which were fused together, a stone pendant, fragmentary bronze and a single 
sherd of unglazed coarseware pottery were found with the cremated remains. A minimum of thirty small iron 
nails and about a dozen fragments of iron were associated with the underlying charred oak. The finds are 
awaiting conservation. 
  The cremated remains and soil sample have been sent for analysis. Following wood species identification, 
suitable samples will be submitted for radiocarbon dating. 

 
Excavation No: 1999:878 
Site name: FERNS UPPER, FERNS  
SMR No.: N/A 
Licence No.: 99E0538  
Author: Avril Purcell, Margaret Gowen & Co. Ltd, 2 Killiney View, Albert Road Lower, Glenageary, Co. Dublin.  
Site type: Proximity to Early Christian town  
ITM: E 701729m, N 649945m  
Description: Six test-trenches were excavated on the site. Furrows were apparent, cutting into subsoil; no other features were 

revealed. The site was of no archaeological significance. 
 
Excavation No: 2001:1303 
Site name: Ferns  
SMR No.: SMR 15:3 
Licence No.: 01E1208  
Author: Maurice F. Hurley, 312 Bruach na Laoi, Union Quay, Cork.  
Site type: Possible Early Christian remains  
ITM: E 701839m, N 649808m  
Description: It is proposed to develop new houses on a greenfield site at the east end of Ferns, Co. Wexford. The site fronts 

onto the N11 (Enniscorthy to Gorey) road and is adjacent to the ‘Historic Town’ of Ferns. A number of historic 
sites lie near the proposed development site and c. 180m of the site lies within the zone of archaeological 
potential as defined by the Urban Archaeological Survey. 
  Ferns was the ancient capital of the kingdom of Uí Cheinnselaig. Subsequently, it was to become the Christian 
centre of the province of Leinster and the focal point and power centre for the kings of Leinster. A monastery is 
said to have been founded c. AD 600 by St Mogue (Áedán), who is also credited with the founding of monasteries 
at Beggerin, Adamstown and Taghmon, all in County Wexford (Culleton 1999, 18). This was a period of many 
changes in the political situation in County Wexford, and the subsequent struggle for control of the monastery at 
Ferns mirrors the fluctuating political conditions in Ireland in the later 1st millennium. The see of Ferns was 
founded in AD 598, with St Mogue as its first bishop (O’Donovan 1840, I, 54). 
  The testing revealed an area of charcoal immediately to the south of the N11 road. No finds that could provide 
evidence for the dating of this material were obtained. Samples of charcoal were taken for radiocarbon dating. In 
the light of its proximity to a known site of historic importance, the Early Christian monastery site of St Aedan’s, it 
is likely that this charcoal relates to historic settlement/industry in the area. Elsewhere on the site, both within 
and outside the zone of archaeological potential, no further remains of potential archaeological significance were 
recorded. 

References: Culleton, E. 1999 Celtic and Early Christian Wexford. Dublin. 
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O’ Donovan, J. 1840 Letters containing information relative to the antiquities of Co. Wexford collected during the 
progress of the Ordnance Survey in 1840 (2 vols). Compiled by M. O’Flanagan (1933). Bray. 

 
Excavation No: 2003:2018 
Site name: Ferns Upper, Ferns  
SMR No.: N/A 
Licence No.: 03E0254  
Author: Cathy Sheehan, No. 1 Laweesh, Dunmore East, Co. Waterford.  
Site type: Medieval  
ITM: E 701839m, N 649808m  
Description: The area for proposed redevelopment is located within the zone of archaeological potential for the town of Ferns. 

Eighteen test-trenches were opened. Archaeological material was identified in seven of them; these trenches 
were confined to the southern portion of the site, adjacent to the early medieval ecclesiastical site of St Edan's 
Cathedral. 
  In the greenfield portion of the site, a number of linear features and pits were recorded. These were located 
near to each other and may represent associated settlement features. The feature cluster may be medieval, or 
earlier, in date. Five sherds of clay lining or daub were recovered, four from a relatively shallow subcircular pit 
and one from a clay spread. 
  In the adjacent yard, a subcircular pit produced one sherd of medieval ware. No further features of a similar date 
occurred within this area of the site. 

 
Excavation No: 2003:2019 
Site name: Main Street, Ferns  
SMR No.: N/A 
Licence No.: 03E1813  
Author: Catherine McLoughlin, Stafford McLoughlin Archaeology, Unit 4, Enniscorthy Enterprise Centre, Milehouse Road, 

Enniscorthy, Co. Wexford.  
Site type: Urban  
ITM: E 701729m, N 649895m  
Description: Testing was undertaken at this site, as it is situated immediately to the west of Ferns Castle. Two trenches were 

excavated, the first of which contained a modern rubble and red brick soil deposit, with a maximum depth of 
0.6m, which lay directly on shale bedrock. The second trench revealed a large cut, which was excavated to a 
depth of 1.5m (but not bottomed). The feature was filled with soil containing modern inclusions. It is possible that 
this is the fosse of Ferns Castle, which was only backfilled in this property in the last twenty years or so. 

 
Excavation No: 2004:1806 
Site name: FERNS UPPER, FERNS  
SMR No.: N/A 
Licence No.: 04E0663  
Author: John Kavanagh, National Archaeological Services Ltd, Ard Solas, Lackan, Blessington, Co. Wicklow.  
Site type: Multi-period  
ITM: E 701839m, N 649808m  
Description: An excavation was carried out during April 2004 prior to the construction of a housing development at Ferns 

Upper, Ferns, Co. Wexford. The site, which covered an area of c. 13,000m2, was situated at the eastern end of 
the town immediately opposite Ferns Cathedral. A test excavation undertaken by Cathy Sheehan during March 
2003 uncovered archaeological remains across the southern half of the site (Excavations 2003, No. 2018, 
03E0254). The site was divided into five excavation areas, A-E. 
  Area A was at the northern end of the site and measured 45m by 34m. The remains of disused field systems and 
several sets of plough furrows from the 19th century were exposed during topsoil removal. Traces of limited 
human activity were identified along the north-eastern boundary of the site. Two small pits and a fire-spot were 
found in isolation. A single pit contained fragments of burnt bone. 
  An isolated shallow pit close to the eastern boundary of the site contained charcoal-flecked silty sands and 
fragments of roof slates. The broken roof slates suggested that the feature was related to the structural remains 
to the south-west. A second isolated pit was found close to the southern boundary of Area A. The pit was filled 
with charcoal-flecked silty sand mixed with several small fragments of burnt bone. The size, content and location 
of this pit or post-hole suggested a direct relationship with the prehistoric remains found further to the south 
along the eastern boundary of the site. 
  A dense concentration of archaeological features was exposed across Area B, which measured 26m by 17m and 
was located towards the centre of the site to the east of Area C. At least six cremation pits were uncovered, two 
of which contained fragments of crushed pottery vessels. The first of these pits was located close to the eastern 
boundary of the area and the second was several metres further to the south. These two pits were similar in 
shape and size. Both were subrectangular and tapered inwards at one end, with almost vertical sides and a flat 
base. The north end of one pit was filled with dark-brown silty sand heavily mixed with charcoal fragments and 
several small pieces of burnt bone. The crushed pottery vessel, which surrounded the charcoal-rich contents, was 
undecorated and had a thick, coarse red to brown fabric. Redeposited yellow clay was used to seal in the 
contents of the pit. The west end of the second pit contained a similar concentration of charcoal-rich dark-brown 
silty sand, which contained a few small pieces of burnt bone. Two small fragments of a pottery vessel were found 
close to the surface of the pit and were identical to the fragments recovered from the adjacent pit. 
  An east-west alignment of three pits was exposed 4m further to the south. All were similar in size, rectangular in 
shape and had wide U-shaped profiles. The first pit had a central fill of charcoal-rich dark-brown silty sand that 
contained several small pieces of burnt bone. The pit was sealed with redeposited yellow clay. The second, 
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central, pit also had a concentration of dark-brown charcoal-flecked silty sand and fragments of burnt bone and 
was sealed over with redeposited yellow clay. The third pit in the group had an identical central fill that was also 
sealed with yellow clay. It was noted during the excavation of these three pits that none contained fragments of 
pottery. 
  A sixth cremation pit was found 2.3m further to the south. This pit was also rectangular in shape, with steep 
sides and a fairly flat base. The pit was filled, like the others, with a central dark-brown charcoal-rich silty sand 
mixed with several small fragments of burnt bone and sealed over with yellow clay. No pottery was found within 
the pit. 
  Four additional pits were found close to these cremation pits. The first two contained rubble from the 18th or 
19th centuries. The third was a possible post-hole and the fourth may have been a cremation pit but the feature 
was heavily truncated by plough furrows. 
  The area within and around the cremation pits contained numerous post-holes. The irregular distribution of the 
post-holes made interpretation difficult. No structural outline could be discerned and many were located within 
close proximity to the cremation pits. The majority of the post-holes were circular in shape, with diameters 
ranging between 0.24m and 0.4m and depths of between 0.04m and 0.29m. The post-holes were all filled with 
dark-brown charcoal-flecked silty sand. No artefacts or burnt bone were found in any of the post-holes. 
  Fragmentary remains of a post-medieval structure were exposed 6m from the eastern boundary of the site. The 
structure was defined by two shallow foundation trenches, 0.5m wide by 0.2m deep, on the north and south side. 
The width of the structure was 5.8m. Several sherds of post-medieval pottery and a single sherd of green-glazed 
medieval pottery were found within the fill. Almost none of the foundation stones had remained in situ. However, 
associated rubble was uncovered during the course of monitoring. The western side of the structure was 
truncated by a post-medieval drainage ditch. A possible entrance way was identified on the eastern side. Several 
flat and smooth flagstones were positioned in a linear arrangement and surrounded by a cobbled surface. 
  Area C was located towards the centre of the site and measured 22m by 14m. The remains of a possible 
structure were exposed between agricultural ditches in the central area of the site. A roughly semicircular arc of 
post-holes, filled with dark-brown charcoal-flecked silty clay, defined what remained of the structure (7.5m 
diameter?). The post-holes were spaced 1.8-2.2m apart and had an average diameter of 0.4m and depth of 
0.25m. Traces of burnt daub were found within a shallow slot-trench between two of the post-holes. A roughly 
circular pit was found within the arc of post-holes. Traces of charcoal and burnt clay were noted within the fill, 
along with a corroded nail fragment. Another shallow pit was located to the north of the post-holes. A single 
sherd of medieval pottery and a piece of slag were recovered from the dark-brown charcoal-flecked silty sand. An 
area of in situ burning was located outside the structure to the south. A slightly charred sherd of glazed medieval 
pottery was found within the area of scorched clay. Unfortunately this area of the site was heavily truncated by 
medieval, post-medieval and modern drains/ditches and additional structural remains may have been destroyed. 
  Area D, east of the derelict buildings and adjacent to the Ferns-Gorey road, was used as a dump and storage 
area. Approximately 45% of the western half of this area had been reduced in level by 0.8m to facilitate the 
construction of a concrete yard built during the latter half of the 20th century. The concrete surface was removed 
but nothing of any archaeological significance was found. An additional 15% of this area was used as a dump. Four 
large pits, 3m in width, contained diesel barrels, rubble and old machine parts. 
  The areas of in situ burning identified during the test excavation extended across this area and were of recent 
origin. Large quantities of burnt debris from the late 19th and 20th centuries were found in and around the areas 
of in situ burning. Some of this material had been deposited in the adjacent dumps. 
  Area E contained nothing of any archaeological significance. 
  The preliminary results of the excavation suggested that the cremation pits form part of a larger flat cemetery 
from the Bronze Age period that occupied the high ground on the western side of a valley formed by the stream 
at the base. This is supported by archaeological discoveries in the adjacent field. In 1998, drainage works 
uncovered a number of cremation pits, several of which contained fragments of Bronze Age pottery. The 
combined results suggested the presence of a significant flat cemetery that extends across a considerable area. 

 
Excavation No: 2006:2104 
Site name: Ferns Upper, Ferns  
SMR No.: N/A 
Licence No.: 06E0780  
Author: John Kavanagh, Icon Archaeology, 12 Cherrymount Drive, Carlow, Co. Carlow.  
Site type: Multi-period  
ITM: E 701839m, N 649808m  
Description: A large-scale test excavation was carried out on a greenfield site in Ferns as part of a pre-planning enquiry to 

investigate the archaeological potential of a proposed residential development site. The site was located at the 
eastern end of Ferns village on the opposite side of the N11 to the cathedral and priory. A total of 67 test-
trenches were excavated across the site, which measured 210m east–west by 45m. 
  The distribution and density of archaeological features identified during the excavation varied considerably 
across the site. In particular, the steeply sloped northern one-third of the site contained virtually nothing of any 
significance. Similarly the low-lying area along the southern bank of the stream was also largely devoid of 
archaeological features. A third area in the south-west corner of the site had been subject to high levels of 
disturbance; much of the area had been used as a dump in the 19th century. The poorly preserved remains of a 
cottage from this period were also uncovered. 
  Prehistoric activity was suggested by the presence of at least one possible cremation pit. Earlier testing by Mary 
Henry for the Ferns sewerage scheme uncovered an additional cremation pit 15m further to the east. In addition, 
the excavation carried out by the author in the adjacent field to the east uncovered seven cremation pits, two of 
which contained fragments of pottery. The possibility of uncovering additional cremation pits and associated 
features from the prehistoric period is high. 
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  The discovery of two concentric 5–6m-wide ditches close to the eastern boundary of the site suggests the 
presence of a strategic bivallate ringfort occupying the high ground and overlooking the early medieval 
ecclesiastical complex to the south-west. The ditches are 15m apart and there is no evidence of a bank. Based on 
the curvature of the inner ditch, approximately one-third of the possible ringfort site is preserved on the site. No 
internal features were found during the test excavation. A local authority housing development now occupies the 
site but no archaeological work was carried out prior to the development. Further archaeological work is required 
to determine the nature and extent of this feature. 
  If this interpretation is correct, then it is likely that many of the linear features uncovered to the south-east form 
part of the field systems associated with the enclosure site. It was also noted that the linear features do not 
truncate the enclosing ditches, which suggests that the enclosing ditches and field systems are part of the same 
archaeological complex. Many of the linear features and pits contained fragments of iron slag, as did the two 
curving 7m-diameter linear features. This would suggest the presence of domestic/industrial settlement outside 
the main ringfort complex. 
  The third substantial ditch uncovered remains more problematic. The east–west alignment suggested that it is 
not related to the other two enclosing ditches. A test section was excavated, which revealed a V-shaped ditch of 
considerable dimensions: 5m wide, 2m deep and filled with a sterile mottled yellow/brown clayey silt. Further 
work is required to determine the nature and extent of this feature. 
  Archaeological features from the medieval period consisted of the remains of agricultural field systems. Sherds 
of Leinster cooking ware recovered from several of the linear features indicate a 13th- or 14th-century date. 
During the previous excavation on the adjacent site to the east, a medieval house and associated field systems 
were found. The features uncovered during this excavation are a continuation of these field systems. 
  In conclusion, there are two main areas of archaeological activity on the site. The first is located along the 
western and central areas of the site and the second is located further to the south. The areas to the south-west, 
north and east are of limited archaeological significance based on the results of this test excavation and two 
previous test excavations carried out by Maurice Hurley and Mary Henry. 

 
Excavation No: 2006:2105 
Site name: Main Street, Ferns  
SMR No.: N/A 
Licence No.: 06E0360  
Author: Catherine McLoughlin, Stafford McLoughlin Archaeology, Unit 4, Enniscorthy Enterprise Centre, Milehouse Road, 

Enniscorthy, Co. Wexford.  
Site type: No archaeological significance  
ITM: E 702020m, N 649789m  
Description: Testing at this site was undertaken in response to planning conditions. No archaeological features were identified. 
 
 
Excavation No: 2006:2106 
Site name: Main Street, Ferns  
SMR No.: N/A 
Licence No.: 06E1011  
Author: Catherine McLoughlin, Stafford McLoughlin Archaeology, Unit 4, Enniscorthy Enterprise Centre, Milehouse Road, 

Enniscorthy, Co. Wexford.  
Site type: No archaeological significance  
ITM: E 701779m, N 649895m  
Description: A pre-planning archaeological assessment was carried out at this site. No archaeological features were 

uncovered. 
 
Excavation No: 2008:1277 
Site name: Main Street, Ferns  
SMR No.: WX015–003 
Licence No.: 08E0835  
Author: Ellen O’Carroll, 8 Cumberland Street, Dun Laoghaire, Co. Dublin.  
Site type: No archaeological significance  
ITM: E 701888m, N 649800m  
Description: Four trenches were excavated to the rear and side of existing dwellings along the main street of Ferns, Co. 

Wexford. Layers of modern dump material and topsoils were recorded in the top 0.4m of stratigraphy. These 
dump layers lay on natural subsoil that was comprised of orange/brown hard stony clay. Blue patterned porcelain 
pottery was noted in the trenches as well as modern rubbish, stones and red brick. Nothing of archaeological 
significance was recorded during the testing. 

 
Excavation No: 2018:412 
Site name: Castleland, Ferns  
SMR No.: WX015-003 
Licence No.: 18E0319  
Author: Catherine McLoughlin  
Site type: No archaeology found  
ITM: E 701774m, N 649907m  
Description: Monitoring of site investigations was undertaken. Seven slit trenches were excavated throughout the village. No 

archaeological features or deposits were encountered and bedrock was noted almost directly below the ground 
surface in many of the trenches.  
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Excavation No: 2018:413 
Site name: Ferns Upper  
SMR No.: WX015-003 
Licence No.: E004953  
Author: Catherine McLoughlin  
Site type: Medieval  
ITM: E 702124m, N 649813m  
Description: Archaeological monitoring of the insertion of new interpretive panels was undertaken in the village of Ferns. No 

archaeological features or artefacts were uncovered, however a small amount of human bone was noted in the 
base of a pit close to St Mary's Abbey.  

 
Excavation No: 2019:068 
Site name: Castleland, Ferns  
SMR No.: N/A 
Licence No.: 18E0749  
Author: Catherine McLoughlin  
Site type: No archaeology found  
ITM: E 702175m, N 649895m  
Description: Monitoring of the installation of new ESB poles within the village of Ferns was undertaken due to the location of 

the work within the historic town. No archaeology was uncovered. 
 
Excavation No: 2019:077 
Site name: Ferns Upper  
SMR No.: N/A 
Licence No.: 19E0321  
Author: Catherine McLoughlin  
Site type: Post-medieval  
ITM: E 701792m, N 649971m  
Description: Monitoring was undertaken at this site in advance of development. A back-filled ditch, visible on the historic 

mapping, was uncovered along with a series of furrows. 
 
Excavation No: 2019:295 
Site name: Castleland, Ferns  
SMR No.: WX015-003; historic town 
Licence No.: 18E0526  
Author: Catherine McLoughlin  
Site type: Early medieval & medieval  
ITM: E 701837m, N 649697m  
Description: Excavation of a multi-period site dating to the early and late medieval periods was undertaken in response to 

planning conditions for the construction of a residential development within the historic town of Ferns. 
 
Excavation No: 2019:335 
Site name: N11 Ferns Pavement Rehabilitation Scheme Phase 2 (Castleland, Ferns Upper and Ferns Demesne), Ferns  
SMR No.: WX015-003 
Licence No.: C000709, E004633, R000395  
Author: Kate Taylor, TVAS (Ireland) Ltd  
Site type: Early medieval enclosure and medieval settlement  
ITM: E 702078m, N 649820m  
Description: Archaeological testing of the route of proposed pavement rehabilitation, drainage and water pipes, within Ferns 

village, revealed substantial evidence of probable early medieval and medieval occupation both within a 
greenfield location and beneath the current roads. Specialist analysis has not yet been carried out and no 
radiocarbon dates have yet been obtained. 
  A single 121m long trench was excavated along the northern edge of the field in which St Mary’s Augustinian 
Abbey (WX015-003004, National Monument 133) stands, on the route of a proposed drainage outflow pipe from 
the N11 to a small stream. The trench revealed numerous cut features in its western half, including several large 
ditches and a number of smaller gullies and pits, whilst the eastern half of the trench mostly contained a series of 
deposits that slope down towards the stream at the east, having been used to build up the ground level over 
several centuries. The archaeological features and deposits in this trench are found immediately beneath the 
topsoil and extend to depths of almost 2m in places. Although a small number of features and deposits are clearly 
early modern in date, many yielded medieval pottery and appear to represent generally undisturbed activity of 
this date. Some features, including the larger ditches, did not produce any immediately dateable artefactual 
material and could potentially be earlier. A geophysical survey conducted by the Discovery Programme in 2015 
(Dowling 2015) indicated that the early medieval ecclesiastical enclosure ditches, amongst other features, should 
extend across the line of this trench and it is likely that one of the ditches revealed during testing does indeed 
represent the inner enclosure of the monastic settlement. 
  Six trenches were excavated in the existing road on Station Road which is proposed for resurfacing and a 
potential watermain. The trenches demonstrated that, despite the presence of numerous existing services (both 
water and sewage, in addition to other unmapped pipes), archaeological deposits survive in places beneath the 
modern road surface, particularly in the central section of the road. In addition to the occasional small cut 
features that were discovered, a large spread of apparently medieval occupation material was recorded, with 
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some features revealed beneath the spread that could potentially be early medieval in date, including two large 
possible ditches, one of which is likely to be the inner ditch of the ecclesiastical enclosure. 
  Nine trenches were excavated along Main Street (the N11) which is proposed for resurfacing and drainage; 
mostly trenches were north-east of the junction with Station Road. These trenches revealed fewer areas of 
potential, although this may be because excavation to depth was more difficult. Trenches south-west of the 
junction with Station Road did not contain any archaeological material, nor earlier road surfaces. Trenches 
opposite the western end of St Edan’s Cathedral revealed a series of earlier road surfaces beneath the current 
tarmac surface and at a number of undated features beneath, some of which could potentially be early medieval 
in date. Trenches north-east of the cathedral did not reveal substantial archaeological remains, but did 
demonstrate that the road surface, as seen today, has been built up with imported clay that reaches depths of up 
to at least 1.2m, becoming increasingly deep to the north-east. A trench at the north-eastern end of the scheme, 
east of St Mogue’s Well, was positioned on the line of the former eastern edge of the road prior to its 
realignment and the previous road boundary wall was encountered below the modern road. 
  Further archaeological work, including excavation and monitoring, will be required before and during 
construction for the various elements of this project, which was funded by Wexford County Council. 

Reference: Dowling, G, 2015, Geophysical investigations at Ferns, Co. Wexford, 15R042, unpublished Discovery Programme 
report. 
The project was funded by Wexford County Council. 

 
Excavation No: 2019:670 
Site name: Upper Main Street, Ferns  
SMR No.: N/A 
Licence No.: 19E0254  
Author: Thaddeus Breen & Edel Barry, Shanarc Archaeology Ltd.  
Site type: Urban  
ITM: E 701818m, N 649895m  
Description: From 17 July to 23 August 2019 monitoring of water mains rehabilitation work took place along Upper Main 

Street in the historic core of Ferns, Co. Wexford. 
  Excavations took place in proximity to Ferns Castle (WX015-003001-), a National Monument in state 
guardianship, and within the Zone of Archaeological Potential for the historic town of Ferns (WX015-003-). 
  The water-mains trench was excavated along the north side of Upper Main Street following the line of a previous 
water-main, with perpendicular trenches across the street at either end to tie-in to the pre-existing mains. Short 
perpendicular ‘off-shoot’ trenches were also excavated from the mains trench to connect to properties fronting 
the street. Excavated trenches measured between 0.6-1m in width, and 1.1-1.5m in depth, with the principle 
trench measuring approximately 200m in length. 
  Excavated material varied between the south-east and north-west ends of the trench. Towards the south-east of 
the street, beginning above the N11 roundabout, excavated material consisted of c. 0.1-0.25m of road surface 
and gravel foundation, above mid-brown stony clay, which continued below the base of the trench. The trench 
was cut frequently by existing services. After approximately half the length of the trench, just west of the 
entrance road to Rosemary Heights and the Garda Station, the excavated ground began to change considerably, 
with increasingly shallow shale-type bedrock. At the approximate halfway point there was between 0.2-0.5m of 
mid-brown stony clay between the road surface and the bedrock; the clay deposit became shallower as the 
trench progressed to the north-west, eventually disappearing entirely. For at least the final 50m of the 
excavations at the west end, the road surface lay directly on bedrock, without any gravel foundation or clay 
deposits. 
  Although previous archaeological excavations in the town have revealed considerable evidence of medieval 
remains associated with Ferns Castle, no finds, features or deposits of archaeological significance were exposed 
during the water mains rehabilitation works on Upper Main Street. 

 
Excavation No: 2021:039 
Site name: Ferns Upper  
SMR No.: WX015-003 
Licence No.: 21E0166  
Author: Yvonne Whitty  
Site type: Historic Town  
ITM: E 701856m, N 649877m  
Description: Pre-development archaeological test trenching  was completed at Main Street, Ferns, Enniscorthy, Co. Wexford, 

Eircode Y21 E8D5. 
  One test trench 10m in length was excavated as part of a pre-planning assessment to the west of an existing 
office unit. This strategy was adopted in order to confirm if there is any archaeology likely to survive within the 
footprint of the development. 
  The ground was completely disturbed from construction activities associated with the existing development. 
Natural ground, a mid orange-brown silty clay was exposed at a depth of 0.3m at the south-western end of the 
trench adjacent the road only. Elsewhere it was exposed at 0.9m below the ground level and it was clear that 
construction activities from earlier developments had reduced the ground level significantly and layers of rubble 
comprising concrete cavity blocks were contained within the central part of the trench which had a depth of 
0.9m. 

 
Excavation No: 2021:499 
Site name: St Marys Abbey, Ferns Demesne, Ferns  
SMR No.: WX015-003004-, WX015-003031-, WX015-003032-, WX015-003033- 
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Licence No.: E005108 (Ministerial Consent C000967)  
Author: Denis Shine with Linda Lynch as nominated archaeologist - Irish Heritage School  
Site type: Multi-period monastic site  
ITM: E 702184m, N 649758m  
Description: In July-August 2021 the Irish Archaeology Field School undertook the first season of excavations at Ferns 

Demesne townland in Ferns Co. Wexford. The site is located adjacent to St Mary’s Abbey, a recorded monument 
which forms part of a significant multi-period complex (WX015-003004-, WX015-003031-, WX015-003032-, 
WX015-003033-). The site was founded by St Aidan around the turn of the seventh century and also contains 
early medieval crosses and cross slabs, a twelfth-century Augustinian Abbey (St Mary’s Abbey), and a thirteenth-
century medieval cathedral (St Edan’s Cathedral) within its wider confines. 
  The excavations were conducted under Ministerial Consent (C000967; excavation and detection references 
E005108 and R000521) as the first season of a longer-term excavation, proposed to run from 2021-2023. In 2021 
two cuttings were opened, partly to investigate geophysical trends identified in surveys of the site by Ger Dowling 
in 2015; these surveys were undertaken with the Discovery Programme as part of the Monastic Ireland project. 
  In Cutting 1 an L-shaped feature identified by geophysical survey in 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. A 
curvilinear feature identified in Cutting 1 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), probably to 
accommodate it. 
  In Cutting 2 an E-Shaped feature identified by geophysical survey in 2015 is the partial remains of a walled 
double aisled structure. A number of finds (mainly pottery) suggest a high medieval date (c. twelfth to fourteenth 
century) for this structure. A curvilinear feature in Cutting 2 was clarified as the backfilled remains of a large 
enclosing ditch which appears to be the outer enclosure of St Aidan’s monastery. Radiocarbon dating suggest a 
seventh to eight century date for this feature. 
  Artefacts from the site primarily 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, etc. Other notable finds included occasional medieval ridge and floor tiles and broken ceramic 
‘lamps’ – some of very few examples previously known from Ireland. Several pieces of probable kiln furniture and 
pottery ‘wasters’ were also recovered. 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 thirteenth-century Edward II coin. A 
copper George III half penny from c. 1788 to 1850 was also recovered. 
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Appendix 3 – Down’s Survey Records 

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 
 
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 
 
  

http://www.downsurvey.tcd.ie/
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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 
 
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 

  



Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery - APPENDICES 

Archaeological Excavation Report 2022 – Page 104 

Appendix 4 – Faunal Report from 2022 

 



Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery – APPENDICES (DR FIONA BEGLANE) 

Archaeological Excavation Report 2022 – Page 105 

Fiona Beglane PhD 
Animal Bone Specialist 

 
Glenborin 

Donegal Town 
Co. Donegal 

 
074 97 21937 
087 686 3914 

fionabeglane@yahoo.com 
 
 

Preliminary Report 
on 

Faunal Material 
 

from 
Ferns demesne 

Ministerial Consent C000967 
and Excavation E005108 

Cuttings 1 and 2 
 
 
 
 
 

5 May 2022 

 
 



Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery – APPENDICES (DR FIONA BEGLANE) 

Archaeological Excavation Report 2022 – Page 106 

Contents 

 
 Section 

 

1 Introduction  
2 Methodology  
3 Results  
3.1 Species present  
3.2 MNI  
3.3 Butchery  
3.4 Burning  
3.5 Gnawing  
3.6 Cattle Data  
3.7  Sheep/Goat data  
3.8 Pig data  
3.9 Horse data  
3.10 Dog data  
3.11 Cat data  
3.12 Non-Metric Traits  
4 Discussion  
5 Conclusions and recommendations  
6 Bibliography  
7 Appendices  
Table A1  Distribution of skeletal parts for Early Medieval phase  
Table A2  Distribution of skeletal parts for 12-14thC phase  
Table A3  Distribution of skeletal parts for Post-medieval/medieval phase  
Table A4  Distribution of skeletal parts for Modern phase  
Table A5  MNI values and breakdown of skeletal elements: 12-14thC phase  
Table A6  MNI values and breakdown of skeletal elements: Post-

medieval/medieval phase 
 

Table A7  MNI values and breakdown of skeletal elements;’ Combined 12-
14thC and Post-medieval/medieval phases 

 

Table A8  Cattle fusion data  
Table A9  Cattle tooth eruption and wear data  
Table A10  Sheep/goat fusion data  
Table A11  Sheep/goat tooth eruption and wear data  
Table A12  Pig fusion data   
Table A13  Pig tooth eruption and wear data  
Table A14  Cattle metrical data  
Table A15  Sheep/goat metrical data  
Table A16  Pig metrical data  
Table A17  Horse metrical data  
Table A18  Cat metrical data  
Table A19  Dog metrical data  
Table A20  Feature listing  

 

 



Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery – APPENDICES (DR FIONA BEGLANE) 

Archaeological Excavation Report 2022 – Page 107 

1 Introduction 

This report details the faunal remains from cuttings 1 and 2 that were recovered during the 
2021 excavation at Ferns Demesne townland in Ferns Co. Wexford by the IAFS. The site was 
located adjacent to St Mary’s Abbey (SMR WX015-003004-, WX015-003031-, WX015-003032-, 
WX015-003033-) and is a multi-period complex, originally founded by St Aidan c. the turn of 
the seventh century, with early medieval and later medieval structures and monuments 
present. These include the twelfth century St Mary’s Augustinian Abbey as well as the nearby 
site of the thirteenth century St Edan’s cathedral. Excavations were conducted by Dr Denis 
Shine, Dr Stephen Mandal, Dr Linda Lynch, and Daniel O’ Meara of Irish Archaeological Field 
School as part of the ‘Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery’ project, under Ministerial Consent 
C000967 and excavation licence E005108.  

Dating and phasing of the features has not yet been finalised and the report will require review 
when this has been carried out and when the results can be combined with those from other 
cuttings. Nevertheless, as this was the first year of excavations at the site it was considered 
appropriate to prepare a preliminary report to provide an initial insight into the faunal remains.  

2 Methodology 

Features were phased on the basis of the stratigraphic sequences supplied by the excavators, 
and as listed in Appendix A20.  

Mammalian faunal remains were identified using comparative collections and by reference to 
Hillson (1992) and Schmid (1972) amongst others. Remains were quantified using a method 
modified from that described by Davis (1992), using selected skeletal elements where at least 
50% of the diagnostic feature is present. This avoids the possibility of counting the same 
element on multiple occasions. Ribs and vertebrae apart from the axis and atlas are not 
included, since these can be difficult to identify to species, however these were quantified as 
number of fragments in categories of large mammal (LM), medium mammal (MM), small 
mammal (SM) and very small mammal (VSM). In an Irish context these can be equated to 
animals in the general size ranges of cattle, sheep, cat and mouse respectively. Elements 
quantified were as follows: antlers and horncores where these joined to the cranium and at the 
distal end, occipital cranium and cranium at the maxilla if at least one tooth was present, 
mandibular hinge or toothrow if at least one tooth was present, and loose teeth, atlas (VC1) 
and axis (VC2), scapula at the glenoid process, pelvis at the ilium or ischium of the acetabulum, 
patella, calcaneus and astragalus, ulna at the articular surface and long bones where at least 
50% of the proximal or distal articulation was present. Unphased or unstratified material was 
scanned for unusual species, worked bone and pathological bone, but was not fully recorded.  

The number of identified specimens (NISP) was calculated for each species based on these 
identifications. The minimum number of individuals (MNI) was calculated taking into account 
the side of the body but not states of fusion, sizes of bones and toothwear. 

Sheep and goat bones were separated where possible using Boessneck (1969), Kratochvil 
(1969) and Payne (1969; 1985) amongst others. Sexing was carried out using the shape of 
canine of pigs (von den Driesch 1976), presence of developed canines in horses, and the distal 
breadth (Bd) of the metacarpal and shape of the pelvis of cattle (McCormick 1992).  

Fusion data was based on Silver (1963) and Reitz and Wing (1999, 76). For cattle and pigs, 
toothwear was recorded per Grant (1982) and Higham (1967) after Silver (1963). Toothwear in 
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sheep was examined using the method described by Payne (1973; 1987). Equids were aged as 
described by Levine (1982), dogs were aged using the data shown in Schmid (1972). 

Measurements were carried out to an accuracy of 0.1mm per von den Driesch (1976), 
Boessneck (1969), Payne and Bull (1988, Fig. 1), Payne (1973, 296), and Davis (1992, Fig. 2). 
Estimated withers heights were calculated using Fock (1966) and Matolcsi (1970) for cattle, Vitt 
for equids, Teichert for original (ur) and early (früh) or unimproved sheep, and Teichert for pig, 
all cited by von den Driesch and Boessneck (1974). The withers height for dogs was calculated 
from Koudelka cited by von den Driesch and Boessneck (1974) and from Clark (1995).  

Evidence for chopping, cutting and sawing were recorded, as was gnawing by canids and 
rodents. Burnt material was classified as singed for bone with only partial blackening, burnt for 
blackened bones or calcined for those bones that were predominantly white/blue-grey in 
colour. For non-countable fragments these aspects were only recorded where obvious on a 
cursory inspection. Where pathologies, developmental defects and non-metric traits were 
identified on bones these were examined and recorded in further detail.  

Throughout the text the common names for species have been used. A translation of common 
to taxonomic names is shown in Table 1, based on Schmid (1972) and other sources.  

Common Name Taxonomic name 

Cat  Felis catus 

Cattle Bos sp. 

Dog/Wolf Canis familiaris/Canis lupus 

Field- or Woodmouse/House mouse Apodemus sylvaticus/Mus musculus 

Fox Vulpes 

Hare/Lagomorph Lepus timidus/Lagomorpha 

Horse Equus sp. 

Pig Sus sp. 

Rat Rattus sp. 

Red Deer/Fallow deer Cervus elaphus/Dama 

Sheep/Goat Ovis/Capra 

Table 1: Translation of taxonomic to common names 

3 Results 

3.1 Species present 

A total of 1537 fragments (TNF) of bone and tooth were recovered, yielding a total Number of 
Identified Specimens Present (NISP) of 227. These were distributed among several phases of 
activity, with the medieval, 12-14th century phase being the largest. The species identified 
were cattle, sheep/goat, pig, horse, dog, and cat, with two bird bones also recovered (Table 2, 
3; Figure 1). Preservation levels were generally fair to poor, and the level of fragmentation was 
relatively high.  

The early medieval phase yielded only three countable elements, with cattle and horse 
identified. The twelfth to fourteenth century phase yielded 160 countable elements, with all 
identified species present in this material. Only cattle, sheep/goat and pig were present in the 
post-medieval/medieval material, which contained a total of 41 countable elements. As the 
dating of this material is presently unclear, figures have also been calculated showing the 
combined values for the twelfth to fourteenth century and post-medieval/medieval material. 
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 Cattle 
Sheep / 

Goat 
Pig Horse Dog Cat 

Total 
NISP 

TNF 

Early medieval 2 0 0 1 0 0 3 47 

Early med/Med 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

12-14thC 72 38 43 3 3 1 160 997 

Post-med/Medieval 24 9 8 0 0 0 41 340 

Combined medieval and 
Post-med/med 

96 47 51 3 3 1 201 1337 

Modern 13 5 3 0 0 1 22 142 

Unstratified 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 10 

Table 2: Number of Identified Specimens Present and Total Number of Fragments 

 Bird LM rib MM rib SM rib LM vert MM vert SM vert 

Early medieval 0 2 2 0 1 0 0 

Early med/Med 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

12-14thC 1 64 29 1 15 16 0 

Post-med/Medieval 1 19 6 0 7 0 0 

Combined 12-14thC and 
Post-med/med 

2 83 35 1 22 16 0 

Modern 0 15 4 0 1 0 0 

Unstratified 0 2 0 2 0 1 0 

Table 3: NISP for birds and TNF for ribs and vertebrae 

 
Figure 1: NISP by phase 

Examining the three main domesticates, there appears to be a rise in the proportion of cattle 
over time, at the expense of pig (Figure 2). Caution must, however, be expressed, since the 
dating of material from the post-medieval/medieval phase has not yet been finalised, and the 
sample sizes are relatively small.  
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Figure 2: Percentage NISP for the three main domesticates 

When the results were examined by cutting, the vast majority of the faunal remains came 
from Cutting 2 (Table 4) 

  Cattle 
Sheep / 

Goat 
Pig Horse Dog Cat 

Total 
 NISP 

Bird 

Cutting 1 9 3 2       14   

Cutting 2 102 49 52 4 3 2 212 2 

Unstratified 1           1   

Table 4: NISP by cutting 

3.2 MNI 

Only the 12-14thC phase and the post-medieval/medieval phase had sufficiently large sample 
sizes to provide meaningful results for calculating the MNI values, and even then caution must 
be expressed, since the dating of material from the Post-medieval/medieval phase has not yet 
been finalised, and the sample sizes for both phases are relatively small for this analysis (Table 
5). Interestingly, the results so far suggest that pigs, rather than the more usual cattle were the 
most common species.  
  

Cattle Sheep / Goat Pig Horse Dog Cat 

12-14thC 3 3 5 1 1 1 

Post-Medieval/ medieval 3 1 1 
   

Combined medieval and 
Post-med/med 

4 3 5 1 1 1 

Table 5: Minimum Number of Individuals (MNI) 

3.3 Butchery 

Only three elements had signs of the butchery process (Table 6). This is very low, however, 
where possible, in pre-modern times butchery processes concentrated on removing meat 
without blunting the tools on the bones. The one heavily modified bone from the assemblage 
was from a modern context, and has been sawn, which is typical of 19th to 21st century butchery 
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practice. In all cases the butchery marks that were observed appear to relate to 
dismemberment of the carcass.  

Phase ID no. Feature Taxa Element 
Part 

present 
Comments 

12-14thC 120 2004 Pig 
Atlas 
(VC1) 

Right 
side 

Possible chop mark 

Post-Medieval/ 
medieval 

nc004 2003 Cattle Humerus Distal 
Possible chop through to remove 
epiphysis. 

Modern nc001 1002 
Large 

mammal 
Vertebra - 

Sawn medio-laterally through the 
centrum and transverse process twice 
to create a 'slice' 9-12mm thick, and 
has also been sawn through in an 
anterio-posterior direction slightly 
laterally of the mean sagittal plane. 
Has also been carnivore gnawed 

Table 6: Summary of butchered bones 

3.4  Burning 

Only relatively small quantities of burnt bone were recovered, representing 1.7% of 12-14thC 
fragments and 1.2% of Post-Medieval/Medieval fragments (Table 7). This suggests either that 
butchery, cooking and food waste were not regularly disposed of into fires or that the ash was 
discarded elsewhere. Among the medieval material, sheep/goat and pig were identified, as well 
as large and medium mammal, with elements including longbones, ribs and vertebrae present. 
For the Post-Medieval/Medieval, cattle, large and medium mammal were present, with long 
bones and a cattle ulna identified. 

 Phase Calcined Burnt Singed 

12-14thC 10   7 

Post-medieval /medieval 3   1 

Modern     1? 

Unstratified   1   

Table 7: Summary of burnt fragments 

3.5 Gnawing 

Seven bones showed signs of carnivore gnawing, of which five (0.5%) were from the 12-14thC 
(Table 8). This figure is very low, indicating either that few dogs were kept, or that they did 
not have regular access to bones for gnawing.  
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Phase ID no. Feature Taxa Element Part present Comments 

12-14thC nc024 2034 Cattle Metatarsal Proximal Small - calf 

12-14thC 220 2034 Pig Humerus Distal   

12-14thC 155 2004 Horse Metacarpal Prox and distal Gnawed at proximal end 

12-14thC 156 2004 Horse Phalanx 1 Prox and distal Gnawed at distal end 

12-14thC nc014 2004 Large mammal Longbone Shaft Heavily gnawed. 

Modern 6 2001 Cattle Calcaneus Prox and distal Eroded and gnawed 

Modern nc001 1002 Large mammal Vertebra - Also sawn 

Table 8: Summary of gnawed fragments 

3.6 Cattle Data 

Tooth eruption and wear data was limited, but indicated both mature and sub-adult individuals 
present in the 12-14thC material, with sub-adult teeth present from the Post-
medieval/medieval phase. Fusion data was also limited, but demonstrates the presence both 
of animals killed between the ages of 12 and 48 months, which would have produced premium 
quality meat, as well as older animals, which are likely to have been slaughtered at the end of 
a breeding or working life. In addition, a small tibia came from a young calf. Based on form, one 
pelvis from this phase came from a male individual. Given the small sample sizes for both 
phases, it is not yet possible to infer anything concrete about the importance of e.g. dairy versus 
meat production in the economic basis for cattle-rearing.  

3.7 Sheep/Goat data 

3.7.1 Age at Slaughter 

Tooth eruption and wear data for the 12-14thC phase showed evidence for a range of ages 
from 1-2 years up to 3-4 years, with one tooth from an individual aged 4-8 years. Fusion data 
was very limited, but showed that for the 12-14thC phase all bones were from adult animals. 
For the Post-medieval/medieval material the one proximal humerus was from an individual 
aged under 36-42 months at the time of its death, while a premolar tooth came from an 
individual aged over 2 years. Given the small sample sizes for both phases, it is not yet possible 
to infer anything about the economic basis for sheep-rearing as regards wool, meat and dairy.  

3.7.2 Distinction of Sheep and Goats 

As there was only a relatively small number of sheep/goat elements recovered, as well as the 
relatively poor state of preservation, it was only possible to determine the species of a small 
number of sheep/goat elements (Table 9). There were two goat elements recovered from the 
12-14th century material, these were a radius and ulna that were joined to each other, while 
one non-countable fragment of goat horncore was also recovered from the Post-
medieval/medieval material. Three sheep elements were also identified. Typically, Irish 
assemblages are dominated by sheep, with goat relatively scarce, so as the assemblage size 
increases in the coming years it will be interesting to see how the pattern develops.  

 

 Phase Sheep Goat Sheep/goat 

12-14thC 1 2 35 

Post-medieval/medieval 1 1nc 8 

Modern 1  4 

Table 9: Distinction of sheep and goats 
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3.8 Pig data 

As pigs are used only for meat, only a small breeding stock is required, with most animals being 
slaughtered as sub-adults, typically under c.30 months. Although data is limited, for both the 
12-14thC and Post-medieval/medieval phases the tooth eruption and wear data shows that 
this pattern has been followed. In the case of the 12-14thC material there is evidence for one 
individual aged 9-10 months and one aged 21-23 months at the time of death. For the Post-
medieval/medieval material there is evidence for one individual aged 6-7 months and one aged 
11-12 months at the time of death Similarly, the fusion data all suggests slaughter at under 30 
months.  

Four canine teeth were available from the 12-14thC phase to provide sexing information (Table 
10). Two female canines came from a matching pair of mandibles, while the two male canines 
were fragmentary loose teeth, both from the same sample.  

Phase 
No. of Canine teeth 

Male Female 

Med - 12-14thC 2 2 

Table 10: Sexing of pigs 

3.9 Horse data 

Only four horse elements were recovered from the assemblage. A fragmented tibia from an 
adult individual was recovered from Early Medieval feature F2011. A matching pair of 
metacarpal and first phalanx (foot and toe bone) were recovered from 12-14thC F2004. These 
are likely to have entered the ground in an articulated state, suggesting that at least some 
connective tissues were still present when they were deposited. Both had been gnawed by a 
carnivore, so it is therefore likely that this horse’s foot was given to a dog for food, and then 
disposed of after consumption. The metacarpal gave an estimated withers height (EWH) of 
128cm or 12.6 hands, similar in size to a modern Connemara pony. A loose maxillary premolar, 
again from a 12-14thC feature, was likely to come from an individual of c. 8-9 years, although 
with only a single tooth this can only be a rough approximation of age.  

3.10 Dog data 

Only three dog elements were recovered, all from the 12-14thC features. A maxilla (upper jaw) 
from F2004 was from an adult, as was a partial femur from the same feature. There was also 
an adult canine tooth from F2017.  

3.11 Cat data 

One partial radius from 12-14thC feature F2015 was from a small-sized adult cat, while an ulna 
was found in modern feature F2002.  

3.12 Non-metric traits 

Non-metric traits are differences from the normal development of the skeleton, with genetic 
or developmental causes, but which generally have little or no adverse effect on the well-being 
of the individual. Recording these traits can be useful in tracing breeding patterns and 
strategies, including in- or out-breeding of stock. In this case there was only one example, a 
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sheep/goat mandible from 12-14thC F2004 had a congenitally absent second premolar. This is 
a relatively common abnormality, and would not have affected the individual during life.  

4 Discussion 

This is the first year of excavation on the ‘Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery’ project at Ferns 
demesne, and the faunal remains were recovered from around the area of the Augustinian 
abbey. They were quite limited and in relatively poor condition, with 1537 fragments yielding 
a total NISP of 227. Nevertheless, they provide a baseline for work in future years. Only two 
bird bones were found, with no fish or rodent remains recovered.  

For the early medieval period, only three fragments of bone were recovered, of which two 
were from cattle, and so very little can be said about this period. The majority of the material 
was from 12-14th century contexts, which yielded cattle, sheep/goat, pig, horse, dog and cat. 
These species were to be expected and it was interesting that no wild species were recovered, 
although this may change in future years. Interestingly, for the 12-14th century material, while 
cattle made up 47% of the bones from the three main domestic food species, they contributed 
only 27% of the MNI for these three species. By contrast, the percentage NISP from pig was 
28% while the percentage MNI was 46%. This is an artefact of the relatively small sample size, 
and in the case of pigs was caused by relatively large numbers of loose teeth and ulnae. When 
larger samples are available it is likely that the disparities between the NISP and MNI figures 
will reduce. Another similar situation is that of the 38 sheep/goat elements from the 12-14th 
century, only one was confirmed as sheep while two bones were from a single goat. Similarly, 
for the Post-medieval/medieval, one element was identified from each species. Since goat 
bones are relatively unusual in Irish assemblages, it will be interesting to see how the 
proportions of the two species develop in the future. Relatively small quantities of material 
were also recovered from a feature that may be of medieval or of post-medieval date as well 
as some modern material.  

Currently the assemblage is too small to draw firm conclusions about the agriculture and diet 
at Ferns, and this issue of small faunal assemblages is a common problem for monastic sites 
that was first commented upon by O’Connor (1993). Given the nature of later medieval 
monastic settlement it is probable that waste disposal was highly organised, so that waste 
disposal areas were likely to have been apart from the main focus of the site. Nevertheless, 
hopefully in the future sufficient material will be available to enable comparison with other 
excavations, including the large assemblage from Bective Abbey, Co. Meath (Beglane 2016a), 
and smaller assemblages from the Augustinian Kells Priory, Co. Meath (McCormick 2007), the 
Cistercian Tintern Abbey, Co. Wexford, which was dominated by sheep (McCormick 2010), and 
the Franciscan sites of Clontuskert Priory (Fanning et al 1976), Grey Abbey, Co. Kildare (Beglane 
2006), Moor Abbey, Co. Tipperary (Beglane 2018a) and the Sherkin Friary, Co. Cork (Beglane 
2018b), as well as the ongoing works at the Dominican Black Friary, Trim, Co. Meath (Beglane 
2009; Beglane 2016b).  

5 Conclusions and recommendations 

This preliminary report provides an insight into the faunal remains from Cuttings 1 and 2 at the 
site of the medieval Augustinian abbey of St Mary’s in Ferns. So far only two bird bones and no 
fish bones have been recovered, however given the dietary rules of the medieval orders, it 
would be extremely valuable to maximise collection of bird and fish bones by extensive use of 
wet sieving, particularly if any waterlogged contexts are identified.  
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Bird bones have been separated from the mammal bones and it is recommended that these be 
analysed by a specialist, however given the small number this can be deferred until the end of 
the project.  

When the excavation is complete it will be necessary to consolidate results from all phases of 
the project into a single report and create a site-wide interpretation of the faunal remains. It is 
therefore recommended that all faunal material is retained for future reference and for future 
possible research into areas such as ancient DNA, stable isotope analysis and geometric 
morphometrics.  
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7 Appendices 

Bone Cattle 
Sheep / 

Goat 
Pig Horse Dog Cat 

Horn/Antler             

Skull             

Mandible             

Loose mandibular tooth             

Loose tooth             

Loose maxillary tooth             

Atlas VC1             

Axis VC2             

Scapula 1           

Humerus             

Radius             

Ulna             

Metacarpal              

Pelvis              

Femur             

Patella             

Tibia       1     

Calcaneus              

Astragalus             

Metatarsal 1           

Metapodials             

Phalanx 1             

Phalanx 2             

Phalanx 3             

Total 2 0 0 1 0 0 

Total % 66.7 0.0 0.0 33.3 0.0 0.0 

Table A1: Distribution of skeletal parts for Early Medieval phase 
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Bone Cattle 
Sheep / 

Goat 
Pig Horse Dog Cat 

Horn/Antler   1         

Skull     3   1   

Mandible 2 1 4       

Loose mandibular tooth 15 14 11   1   

Loose tooth 2           

Loose maxillary tooth 13 10 4 1     

Atlas VC1     1       

Axis VC2 1           

Scapula 3 2 1       

Humerus 5 2 2       

Radius 2 1 3     1 

Ulna 1 3 7       

Metacarpal    2   1     

Pelvis  4           

Femur 2       1   

Patella 2           

Tibia 5 1 4       

Calcaneus  3 1         

Astragalus 2           

Metatarsal 4   1       

Metapodials 2   1       

Phalanx 1 2     1     

Phalanx 2 1   1       

Phalanx 3 1           

Total 72 38 43 3 3 1 

Total % 45.0 23.8 26.9 1.9 1.9 0.6 

Table A2: Distribution of skeletal parts for 12-14thC phase 
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Bone Cattle 
Sheep / 

Goat 
Pig Horse Dog Cat 

Horn/Antler 1           

Skull             

Mandible     1       

Loose mandibular tooth 5 4 3       

Loose tooth             

Loose maxillary tooth 1 3 2       

Atlas VC1             

Axis VC2             

Scapula 1           

Humerus 4 1         

Radius 2   1       

Ulna             

Metacarpal  1           

Pelvis  2           

Femur 2           

Patella             

Tibia             

Calcaneus  1 1 1       

Astragalus             

Metatarsal             

Metapodials             

Phalanx 1 1           

Phalanx 2 2           

Phalanx 3 1           

Total 24 9 8 0 0 0 

Total % 58.5 22.0 19.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Table A3: Distribution of skeletal parts for Post-medieval/medieval phase 
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Bone Cattle 
Sheep / 

Goat 
Pig Horse Dog Cat 

Horn/Antler             

Skull             

Mandible             

Loose mandibular tooth 3 3         

Loose tooth             

Loose maxillary tooth 2 1 2       

Atlas VC1             

Axis VC2             

Scapula             

Humerus 1           

Radius     1       

Ulna           1 

Metacarpal              

Pelvis  2           

Femur 1           

Patella             

Tibia 1 1         

Calcaneus  1           

Astragalus 1           

Metatarsal             

Metapodials 1           

Phalanx 1             

Phalanx 2             

Phalanx 3             

Total 13 5 3 0 0 1 

Total % 59.1 22.7 13.6 0.0 0.0 4.5 

Table A4: Distribution of skeletal parts for Modern phase 
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Table A5: MNI values and breakdown of skeletal elements: 12-14thC phase 
 

Bone Cattle Sheep / GoatPig Horse Dog Cat

L R U L R U L R U L R U L R U L R U

Horn/Antler 1

Skull 2 1 1

Mandible 2 1 2 2

Loose mandibular tooth 15 14 11 1

Loose tooth 2

Loose maxillary tooth 13 10 4 1

Atlas VC1 1

Axis VC2 1 1

Scapula 3 1 1

Humerus prox

Humerus dist 2 2 1 1 1 2

Radius prox 1 1 1 2 1

Radius dist 1

Ulna 1 2 1 2 5

Metacarpal 1 prox 1 1

Metacarpal 1 dist 1 1 1

Metacarpal 3 prox

Metacarpal 3 dist

Metacarpal 4 prox

Metacarpal 4 dist

Metacarpal U prox

Metacarpal U dist

Pelvis, acet at ilium 1 1

Pelvis, acet at ischium 3 1

Femur prox 1 1 1

Femur dist

Patella 2

Tibia prox 1 1

Tibia dist 3 1 1 1 1

Calcaneus prox 1 1

Calcaneus distal 1 1 1

Astragalus 1 1

Metatarsal 1 prox 1 1

Metatarsal 1 dist 2

Metatarsal 3 prox 1

Metatarsal 3 dist 1

Metatarsal 4 prox

Metatarsal 4 dist

Metatarsal U prox

Metatarsal U dist

Metapodial U prox 1

Metapodial U dist 1 1

Phalanx 1 2 1

Phalanx 2 1 1

Phalanx 3 1

MNI 3 3 5 1 1 1
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Table A6: MNI values and breakdown of skeletal elements: Post-medieval/medieval phase 
 

Bone Cattle Sheep / GoatPig Horse Dog Cat

L R U L R U L R U L R U L R U L R U

Horn/Antler 1

Skull

Mandible 1

Loose mandibular tooth 5 4 3

Loose tooth

Loose maxillary tooth 1 3 2

Atlas VC1

Axis VC2

Scapula 1

Humerus prox 3 1

Humerus dist 1 1

Radius prox 1

Radius dist 2

Ulna

Metacarpal 1 prox 1

Metacarpal 1 dist

Metacarpal 3 prox

Metacarpal 3 dist

Metacarpal 4 prox

Metacarpal 4 dist

Metacarpal U prox

Metacarpal U dist

Pelvis, acet at ilium 1

Pelvis, acet at ischium 1

Femur prox 1 1

Femur dist

Patella

Tibia prox

Tibia dist

Calcaneus prox 1

Calcaneus distal 1 1

Astragalus 1

Metatarsal 1 prox

Metatarsal 1 dist

Metatarsal 3 prox

Metatarsal 3 dist

Metatarsal 4 prox

Metatarsal 4 dist

Metatarsal U prox

Metatarsal U dist

Metapodial U prox

Metapodial U dist

Phalanx 1 1

Phalanx 2 2

Phalanx 3 1

MNI 3 1 1
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Table A7: MNI values and breakdown of skeletal elements: Combined 12-14thC and Post-
medieval/medieval phases 
 
  

Bone Cattle Sheep / GoatPig Horse Dog Cat

L R U L R U L R U L R U L R U L R U

Horn/Antler   1   1             

Skull       2 1     1      

Mandible  2   1  2 3           

Loose mandibular tooth   20   18   14      1    

Loose tooth   2                

Loose maxillary tooth   14   13   6   1       

Atlas VC1        1           

Axis VC2 1 1                 

Scapula 1 3  1    1           

Humerus prox 3   1               

Humerus dist 3 2 1 2 1   2           

Radius prox 1 1   1  2 2           

Radius dist 2               1   

Ulna 1   2 1  2 5           

Metacarpal 1 prox 1    1     1         

Metacarpal 1 dist     1 1    1         

Metacarpal 3 prox                   

Metacarpal 3 dist                   

Metacarpal 4 prox                   

Metacarpal 4 dist                   

Metacarpal U prox                   

Metacarpal U dist                   

Pelvis, acet at ilium 2 1                 

Pelvis, acet at ischium 4 1                 

Femur prox 1 1 2           1     

Femur dist                   

Patella   2                

Tibia prox 1       1           

Tibia dist 3 1   1  1 1           

Calcaneus prox   1  1   1           

Calcaneus distal 1 2   1   1           

Astragalus 1 1  1               

Metatarsal 1 prox 1 1                 

Metatarsal 1 dist 2                  

Metatarsal 3 prox        1           

Metatarsal 3 dist        1           

Metatarsal 4 prox                   

Metatarsal 4 dist                   

Metatarsal U prox                   

Metatarsal U dist                   

Metapodial U prox         1          

Metapodial U dist   1      1          

Phalanx 1   3       1         

Phalanx 2   3      1          

Phalanx 3   2                

MNI 4 3 5 1 1 1 1
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Skeletal 
Element 

Age at fusion 
(Months) 

12-14thC Post-medieval/medieval 

Fused Unfused Fused Unfused 

Metatarsal prox before birth 2 0     

Metacarpal prox before birth     1 0 

Scapula 7-10 3 0 1 0 

Pelvis prox 7-10 2 0 1 0 

Pelvis dist 7-10 2 0     

Humerus dist 12-18 4 1 3 0 

Radius prox 12-18 2 0     

Phalanx 1 18-24 2 0 1 0 

Phalanx 2 18-24 1 0 2 0 

Metacarpal dist 24-30         

Tibia dist 24-30 2 1     

Metatarsal dist 27-36 2 0     

Calcaneus prox 36 1 0     

Femur prox 42 1 1 2 0 

Humerus prox 42-48         

Radius dist 42-48     1 1 

Ulna 42-48         

Femur dist 42-48         

Tibia prox 42-48 1 0     

Table A8: Cattle fusion data 
 

Phase ID no. Feature Element dp4 P4 M12 M3 MWS 
Age  

(Months) 

Med - 12-14thC 31 1003 Loose mand tooth     d       

Med - 12-14thC 90 2004 Loose mand tooth     j       

Med - 12-14thC 175 2017 Loose mand tooth     g       

Med - 12-14thC 171 2017 Loose mand tooth     g       

Med - 12-14thC 89 2004 Loose mand tooth     0 j 23+ 50+ 

Med - 12-14thC 123 2004 Loose mand tooth     g       

Med - 12-14thC 109 2004 Loose mand tooth     b       

Med - 12-14thC 122 2004 Loose mand tooth       b 16 31-32 

Med - 12-14thC 205 2034 Loose mand tooth     k       

Post-medieval 
/medieval 51 2003 Loose mand tooth   U     17-20 32-40 

Post-medieval 
/medieval 48 2003 Loose mand tooth         18 36 

Post-medieval 
/medieval 74 2003 Loose mand tooth   U     17-20 32-40 

Post-medieval 
/medieval 50 2003 Loose mand tooth     g       

Modern 8 2001 Loose mand tooth l       13-14 24-30 

Modern 22 2002 Loose mand tooth     k       

Table A9: Cattle tooth eruption and wear data 
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Skeletal  
Element 

Age at fusion 
(Months) 

   12-14thC  Post-medieval/medieval 

Fused Unfused Fused Unfused 

Metapodium prox Prenatal 1 0     

Humerus dist 3-10     1 0 

Radius prox 3-10 1 0     

Scapula 6-8 2 0     

Pelvis prox 6-10         

Pelvis dist 6-10         

Phalanx 1 and 2 6-16         

Tibia dist 15-24 1 0     

Metapodium dist 18-28 1 0     

Calcaneus prox 30-36 1 0     

Ulna proximal 36-42         

Femur prox 30-42         

Humerus prox 36-42     0 1 

Radius dist 36-42         

Femur dist 36-42         

Tibia prox 36-42         

Table A10: Sheep/goat fusion data 
 

Phase ID no. Feature Taxa Element Side P4 M1 M12 M3 MWS Age 

12-14thC 33 1003 s/g Loose mand tooth U     9A       

12-14thC 212 2034 s/g Loose mand tooth U     8A       

12-14thC 213 2034 s/g Loose mand tooth U       11G GH 4-8YR 

12-14thC 214 2034 s/g Loose mand tooth U       9G F 3-4YRS 

12-14thC 80 2004 s/g Loose mand tooth U     9A       

12-14thC 79 2004 s/g Loose mand tooth U     9A       

12-14thC 3 1008 s/g Loose mand tooth U       6G F 3-4YRS 

12-14thC 132 2004 s/g Loose mand tooth U       P     

12-14thC 101 2004 s/g Loose mand tooth U U       D 1-2YRS 

12-14thC 110 2004 s/g Loose mand tooth U       7G F 3-4YRS 

12-14thC 126 2004 s/g Mandible R A 9A         

Post-medieval 
/medieval 

53 2003 s/g Loose mand tooth U     2A       

Post-medieval 
/medieval 

69 2003 s/g Loose mand tooth U 12S       EFGHI 2-10YRS 

Modern 17 2002 s/g Loose mand tooth U       6G F 3-4YRS 

Modern 18 2002 s/g Loose mand tooth U     7A       

Modern 21 2002 s/g Loose mand tooth U     9A       

Table A11: Sheep/goat tooth eruption and wear data 
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Skeletal  
Element 

Age at fusion 
(Months) 

12-14thC Post-medieval/medieval 

Fused Unfused Fused Unfused 

Metapodium prox Pre natal 2 0     

Scapula 12 1 0     

Pelvis prox 12         

Pelvis dist 12         

Radius prox 12 3 0 1 0 

Phalanx 2 12 1 0     

Humerus dist 12-18 0 1     

Phalanx 1 24         

Tibia dist 24 0 2     

Metapodium dist 24-27 0 2     

Calcaneus prox 24-30         

Ulna proximal 36-42 0 3     

Femur prox 42         

Humerus prox 42         

Radius dist 42         

Femur dist 42         

Tibia prox 42 0 1     

Table A12: Pig fusion data  
 

Phase ID no. Feature Element Side dp4 M1 M2 M3 MWS 
Age 

 (Months) 

12-14thC 34 1003 Mandible R     f a 20 21-23 

12-14thC 2 1008 Mandible L f a     11 9-10 

12-14thC 96 2004 Loose mand tooth U       a 20 21-23 

12-14thC 95 2004 Loose mand tooth U     e       

12-14thC 81 2004 Loose mand tooth U   f         

Post-medieval 
/medieval 

54 2003 Mandible R   d U   13 11-12 

Post-medieval 
/medieval 

72 2003 Loose mand tooth U   U     8 6-7 

Table A13: Pig tooth eruption and wear data 
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Phase ID no. Feature Element Side Bp Bd BFd BFdm BFdl Ddm Ddl DtL DtM B@F LA dp4L dp4W M3L M3WA 

Post-medieval 
/medieval 

40 2003 Metacarpal L 51.4                             

12-14thC 210 2034 Metatarsal L   44.6   21.8 20.2 25.7 24.2 17.6 20.4             

12-14thC 223 2035 Metatarsal L   47.5   23.1 21.8 29.1 27.4 20.3 22.0 43.7           

12-14thC 168 2017 Pelvis L                     68.0         

12-14thC 211 2034 Pelvis R                     64.7         

12-14thC 203 2015 Tibia R   64.0                           

12-14thC 122 2004 Loose mand tooth U                           32.2 10.9 

12-14thC 89 2004 Loose mand tooth U                           35.2 13.9 

Post-medieval 
/medieval 

48 2003 Loose mand tooth U                           29.8 9.3 

Modern 8 2001 Loose mand tooth U                       26.9 12.8     

Table A14: Cattle metrical data 
 

Phase ID no. Feature Taxa Element Side GLl Bd DL M1WA M1WP M1L M3L M3WA 

Post-medieval/medieval 65 2003 Sheep Astragalus L 24.9 16.0 14.3           

Modern 24 2002 Sheep Tibia L   24.2             

12-14thC 213 2034 Sheep/goat Loose mand tooth U                 

12-14thC 3 1008 Sheep/goat Loose mand tooth U             19.3 6.2 

12-14thC 110 2004 Sheep/goat Loose mand tooth U             19.2 7.6 

12-14thC 214 2034 Sheep/goat Loose mand tooth U             19.5 7.4 

12-14thC 126 2004 Sheep/goat Mandible R       7.0 7.1 12.0     

Modern 17 2002 Sheep/goat Loose mand tooth U             20.6 7.1 

Table A15: Sheep/goat metrical data 
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Phase ID no. Feature Element Side Group Sex Bp dp4L dp4W M1WA M1WP M1L M2WA M2WP M2L M12 M3L M3WA 11 12 17 21 

Post-medieval 
/medieval 

64 2003 Radius R     27.5                               

12-14thC 96 2004 Loose mand tooth U                         32.2 13.3         

12-14thC 95 2004 Loose mand tooth U                 12.5 13.1 20.4               

12-14thC 81 2004 Loose mand tooth U           10.7                         

Post-medieval 
/medieval 

72 2003 Loose mand tooth U           9.5 9.8 17.6                     

12-14thC 34 1003 Mandible R                 11.6 11.8 19.2   31.0 13.3         

12-14thC 2 1008 Mandible L       20.1 9.7 10.5 11.7 19.1                     

12-14thC 134 2004 Mandible L 3 F                         38.8 69.1 30.5 12.4 

12-14thC 135 2004 Mandible R 3 F                         40.3 69.1 30.5 12.7 

Post-medieval 
/medieval 

54 2003 Mandible R           10.1 10.5 17.0 12.2 13.3 21.2               

Table A16: Pig metrical data 
 

Phase ID no. Feature Element Side Group GL GLl Li Bp SD DD Dp Bd BFd Factor 
EWH 
 (cm) 

L W H 

12-14thC 155 2004 Metacarpal L 4 206 204 199 44.1 28.6 46.3       6.2238 128       

12-14thC 156 2004 Phalanx 1 L 4 78.6     49.2 31.8 ~22.9 ~32.9   ~41.1           

Early Medieval 185 2011 Tibia R                 62.1             

12-14thC 192 2012 Loose max tooth P3/P4 U                         25.5 24.9 53.1 

Table A17: Horse metrical data 
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Phase ID no. Feature Element Side Bd 

12-14thC 204 2015 Radius L 10.6 

Table A18: Cat metrical data 
 

Phase Rec ID Feature Element Side 18L 18B 18aGB 20L 20B DMD DLL 

12-14thC 154 2004 Cranium L               

12-14thC 174 2017 
Loose mand  
tooth canine 

U 16.7 7.1 8.1 11.2 14.1 10.2 6.9 

Table A19: Dog metrical data 
 

Feature Phase 

1002 Modern 

1003 12-14thC 

1008 12-14thC 

1017 12-14thC 

2001 Modern 

2002 Modern 

2003 Post-medieval/Medieval? 

2004 12-14thC 

2005 12-14thC 

2011 Early medieval 

2012 12-14thC 

2015 12-14thC 

2016 Early medieval or medieval 

2017 12-14thC 

2021 12-14thC 

2034 12-14thC 

2035 12-14thC 

2036 12-14thC 

Spoil heap Unstratified 

Table A17: Feature listing 


