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1.0 Summary

1.1 Aerial photographs revealed the presence of two sets of earthworks earthworks, close to the
summit of Cavehill, in the Cavehill Country Park which is owned and maintaingelfast City Council.
¢tKS DbL9! Fa1SR GKS /! C I iweshSeha@uite ahd/datgdiNgsel (i & . St

earthworks by conducting a small archaeological excavation there.

1.2 After obtaining the permission of the landowner, Belfast City Counsihgle excavation trench,
measuing 16m by 1m was excavated across and to the west of the bankextagation revealed the
structure of the bank, showing how it was composed of a mixture of subsoil and sods, derived from two
gullies located immediatelgither side of the bank, and placed directly on the ancient ground surface.
To the east of the bank a considerable amount of pottery and stitintkvas found. The flint was typical

of later prehistoric or Early Medieval flint working. The pottery mostipesared to be Souterrain Ware

with sherds of three separate vessels identified. One rim sherd of a possible Neolithic vessel was also

identified.

1.3 It is recommended that a programme of post-excavation is conducted, in order to complete the

excavation and bring the project to completion and publication.



2.0 Introduction

Aerial photographdave revealed the existence afarthworks(Site A) and a small circular enclosure

(Site B) at Ballyaghaghan, close to the summit of CaEfglire 1, Photo 1)Theearthwork structure

(Site A), is difficult to measure because it covers varying topography and changes in characterdyut it

be up to 220 by 130m in dimensiorisbisectsti KS f Ay S 2F (GKS SEA&dGAyYy3a F22il
(Ant 056: 018) in twlaces. Close to the points where tharthwork meetghe path aBronze Aggold

dress fastener was found in 1993 (Ant 056: 0@8arner 1994) Evidence foNeolithic pottery, flint and

Early Medievalpottery wasfound during fieldwalkingby Richard Warner, who also noted banks and

possible ditches in the areé&i(d). A kidney shaped enclosuf&nt 056:088), irrsomeways reminiscent of

GKAA aGNHZOGdz2NB>X gl & F2dzyR 6& . NRIFY 2AffAlLYa AY wmMp

The second structure (Site B)a low circular stone footing, approximately 22m in diamékgure 1,
Photo 1) Some Aerial photographs hint at the possibility of structupsdentially hut sites, within and

around this circular wall.

When alerted to the existence of the earthwotke Northern Ireland Environment Agency asked the

] SYGNB T2NJ ! NOKIF $2f23A0Ff CAStRe2N] G vdsSSyQa !y
the nature and date of the earthworks. As the earthwork was situated inside the Cavehill Coukiry Pa

which is owned by the Belfast City Council, the Centre for Archaeological Fieldwork had to obtain

permission from Belfast City Council to carry out the excavation

A single 16m by 1m trench was excavated across the earthwie constructional and subguent
erosional sequence of the earthen bank was able to be deduced frorettagfication of soil layers in
this trench. The excavation found that the bank was made from earth and sods cut immediately up slope
and down slope of it and that further eartfor the construction andnaintenanceof the bank was

probably scarped from the aremuthwestof the bank, giving theerroneousimpression of a ditch.

2.1 Location

The large earthwork, Site A, is located in the townland of Ballyaghaghan, on the steiif $he hill,

close to the summit, at an altitude of approximately 300m (100@t)d Ref. J32260 7923% al O ! NIi Q&
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fort is located about 400m to the northeast and a medakectorist found a gold dress fastener within

some 30m of metres of the Site Ar¢ghwork in 1994.

The second site, a much smaller circular enclosure, Site B, is located around 100m to the northwest of

Site A. Both sites lie within the Cavehill Country Park, which is owned by Belfast City Council.



3.0 Archaeologicabackground

The siteinvestigated in this evaluatio(Site Ajslocatedclose to a number of important archaeological
Y2ydzYSydad al O! NIQa F2NIX | yFddzNF £ NRO{ 2dzi ONR LI
external bank, forming a promontory fort (Ant 056:018),located approximately 400m northeast of

Site A, and 300m northeast of site B. Ballyaghaghan cairn (056:016), is located approximately 400m
north of Site A and approximately 3@horthwest of Site B. As mentioned above the findspot of a gold

Bronze Age dirss fastener (Ant 056: 095) is located at or very closet¢oASiA sketch made by Richard

Warner at the time of the finding of the gold, a copy of which resides within the SM7 plan, suggests it

was approximately midway between the two points where Sippears to cross the existing path. It is

not outside the bounds of possibility that this path, while surfaced in recent times may have had an

ancient antecedent.



4.0 Methodology

A single trenchmeasuring 1m by 16m was excavated acrossbidngk and into the depression to the
southwest. All excavation was carried out by harithe standard context recording method, with a
drawn, written and photographic recordyas utilized for recording artefacts, features and strata
uncovered by the excavian. Soil samples were taken of all significant strata and all artefacts were

labeled by their contextAfter the excavation the trenches wefle backfilled.

Health and Safety: Health and Safety is always a prime concern of CAF excapati®ai/aghagan,
Cavehill the usual precautions safeguarding the excavation team during the working day were rigorously
enforced. The excavationwas conducted in a public park owned by Balf City Council, to which the
public have access 24 hours a day 365 days ofd¢he As a consequence a 3m wire fence was erected
around the excavation trench. During working hours, when the team was present, one panel of the
fence was removed to facilitate access to the trench for both excavators and accompanied Risitors.
the close of the working day, the fence was closed, prohibiting access to the excavation, although still

allowing interested bypassers to view the excavation trench in our absence.



5.0 The excavatior{(Figure 2, Photo 2 and)3

The excavation trench measured 16m, approximately eastst by 1m, approximately nortsouth. The

trench was located so as to cross both the bank and a depressed area, running in parallel to the bank,
but severl metres west and further dowrape. It wasassumed in advance of the excavation that this
depression was a ditch and that the bank was the remnant of an earthwork cast up from it. Excavation

showed this not to be the case however.

The sod andhin brownsandy loam topsoil (101), which was up tarBthick, covered the entire trench.

It was stratified above a layer of peat up to about 14cm thick (10B)s peat sat on top afrange

brown, sandy clay, loam (103). This layer extended across the entire trench however it became apparent
towards the endof the excavation that the character of the (103) at the east end of the trench, in and
around the bank, was somewhat different, rather more loamy and slightly darker, than the 103 at the
west end. As a consequence 103, for the purposes of labeling fidsal samples, was split into two

sub contexts: 103 at the east end of the trench was renamed 103b where as 103 at the wkspeits

original name

At the western end of the trench 103, sat directly above the subsoil but at the eastern end of the trench
it was located above the layers composing the earthen bank, specifically the core bank layer 105 and

two bank slump layers derived from it (111) and (113).

The earthen bankvas constructed by excavating two shallow gullies and piling the sods and subsoil
obtained from these gullies on the pexisting ground surface still detectable as the dark brown loamy
clay (106). The more easterly gully (107) was at most 0.8m wide and 0.2m deep. The westerly gully was
somewhat wider, up to 1.4m wide and also about 0.2eepl The gullies were approximately 1.6m
apart. The easterly gully (107) was filled by a grey brown silty loam (108) and the westerly gully (109)
was filled by a light grey brown clay loam (110). These layers are likely to be the result of humic build
up, in the case of gully 107, soil creep fromslppe and slumping of the earthen bank. To the east side

of the earthen bank there are two other layers which appear to be derived from bank slump. There is
(112) a yellowish sand with loam which appears tonenly wash or collapse from the primary bank

material (105) with the admixture of only a little extra loam. Above it is a darwirguite silty loam,
8



(111),which abuts thecore material of the bank (105). To the west side a dark brownlegiy (113),
guite similar to (111)also abuts the core of the bank and directly covers the fill, (1df@he cut (109).

6.0 The Artefacts
The pottery

Sixty fourpieces of coarse pottery were found in context 1€8 only context to produce ceramic fimd
They were all found within the westerly 2m of the trendhere werefour fabric types within this

context.

Type A ten sherdswas mainly dark grey but with some, possible paspositional, iron oxide staining

to the exterior surfaces. These sherdsdia very laminated appearance in sectiolmclusions were few
irregular shaped, #orted fragments of quartzite and, probaltasaltic, rockpaturally present in the

clay rather than deliberately addemstemper. These inclusions are typical of whaght be expected

from locally occurring clays in east Antridh.number of the sherds exhibited grass marking on their
exterior surfaceThree matching rims were from a single vessel of Type A fabric. The three matching

rims were rounded on the outside edpet had a slightly chamfered inside edge.

The Type B fabricthirty three sherds, had a dark grey core and orange / brown margins, somewhat
thicker than the other fabric from this context and some traces of grass marking on a couple of gherds.
single rim with this type of fabric was identified. It was flattened and slightly inverted with incised linear

decoration in the flattened top of the rim.

TheTypeC fabric wagomposed of twentysherds. Ithad an orange brown fabric and light to ngcey

brown exterior surfaces with grass marking on the exterior face.

Type D fabric, represented by one shexdas very different from any of the other sherds from the
excavation. It had a light orange fabric, was not laminated like the other sherdsaahidm oxide and

crushed flint inclusions.

Of the sixty four sherds found during the excavation four vessels can be identified. One vessel, the Type
B vessel with the incised decoration and flattened rim, is, despite its small size, almost certainly
Souterrain Ware and giveaibsence of early decorated variants of Souterrain Wéikely to be ninth or

9



tenth century, or layer (Ryan 1973). The Type A fabric vessel with the rounded and slightly chamfered
rim is also likely to be Souterrain Ware, althbugith no decoration it could date to any period of
production of Souterrain Ware from the eighth to thirteentin even fourteenth centuryMcSparron

and Williams 2009). The Type C vessel with no rims surviving is more difficult to attribute to type
although grass marking is common on Souterrain Ware and with so many other fragments of this type of

pottery in the immediate area it is most likely that this represents a third Souterrain Ware vessel

The Type D rim is somewhat different however. It has a ratliféerent fabric than any of the other
sherds, more evenly fired, in an oxidizing atmosphere and displays slightly different inclusion types,
including a few fragments of crushed flint. This vessel had a simple rounded rim. It is very difficult to
accuraely identify very small pottery fragments but it is possible that this is not a Souterrain Ware

vessel piece, like the other sherds from the site. It is reminiscent of Neolithic pottery.
The Flint

Seventy six fragments of flint were found during the extian. Although a small number of these may

be natural most show evidence of having been struck. There are clearly several cores within the
assemblage, several struck flakes and a large number of fragmede&bitageand micro-debitage The
overall impression of the flinfrom Cavehillis of a late prehistoric or possibly evetarly Medieval

assemblagéPers commBrian Sloan)

10



7.0 Discussion

The excavation trench uncovered the remains of the earthen bank and its constitaemtonents. The

bank was initially castructed from earth and turvesut from two depressions or gullies either side of

the bank. The earth and turves must have included a significant amount of subsoil as the colour and
texture of the bank core (105) isnaix of the sandy subsoil and loam. It is difficult to estimate the exact
height of the earthen bank as it has eroded significantly since its first erection however looking at the
amount of material excavated from the two depressions either side of the ltamust have stood

about 1m above the level of the relic topsoil. This would have been enhanced by the depression
excavated to the west of the bank, giving the impression of a bank about 1.5m high as it was

approached from the down slope.

The location ofthe bank straddling the current path through the Cavehill country pady be of

significance. Thg I G dzNJ £ | LILINR I OK FTNRBY GKS &zdzigatrickasaal O ! N
likely earlyMedieval Inauguration site (Fitzpatrick 200#) along, o close tq the line of this path. Just

after the point on this approach where the bank is situated the path makes one final upward surge

turns north and levels to reveal the vista that it the top of Cavehill.

Cavehill and the Belfastea were within the territory of the Ulaid in the Early Medieval period, the chief

dynasty of which was the Dal Fiataciithe Dal Fiatachor much of the Early Medieval period carried

out their rituals of inauguration at Crew Hill (Byrne 1973, 125), whiashrecently been investigated by

Philip Macdonald (2008). In the aftermath of the battle of Crew Hill in 1004 in which the Dal Fiatach
derbfhinewas almost wiped out fighting the Ce#i nEdgain (Byrne 1973, 127) there was a period of

dynastic flux lastingeveral generationswith different groups competing for the kingship. It is possible

that at this timeone of the competing groups of the Dal Fiatacht, one which did not have access to the
traditional inaugural site at Crew Hill, began to use the sumniit / | @SKAf £ = OSYUNBR 2V
an inauguration siteThe presence of stone OKIF ANJ 2y al O! NIiQa T2 Nhiis y246 f 2
strongly at inauguration. Important as the actual site of the inauguration itself was it is unlillit th

would have been the only site associated with dheituals. It is possible to view thentire summitof

Cavehill as a ritual landscape associated with kingly inauguration.
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In human rituals of all types anthropologists have uncovered unconscioustigte. Some structure is

related only to small groups of individuals, possibly individuals of the same cultural or linguistic group,

other structure is apparently crossultural such as the stages of ritual identified by \@smrep (1960).

Van Gennp disuissed thee stagesh y (G KS @F NA2dza GNAGSa 2F LI aal3s
marriage, even travel between nationKingly inauguration is clearly one of thasées of passage

These rituals are split into several stages, the stage before the lacitual, possibly involving

purificatory rites and preparations, the actual ceremony itself, and the return as the changed individual.

These rites can, and often will, be played out on the landscape, the ceremonial procession to the
inaugural site the inauguration itself, the return as a king. These events will not only be played out on

the landscape but will actually be described on the landscape physically by human constructions. If the
AYlFdZAdz2NF GA2y Aada OF NNA ®mRtheXumiion dfyits exterial dch BeComasanhdE A & S
understandable as the focus of activity is turned to the interior as opposed to the exterior. Also the
processional route is likely to become etched on the landscape with the construction of a path or road

from the secular kigpdom to the inaugural site.nhEre may be barriers, or thresholdslong this route,

not everyone may be entitled to see or take part in the rituals of kingship, and at these thresholds the

social structure of Early Medieval sety may beinscribed upon the sal. The positioning of our

excavated bank, just below the point where the path tutosdA S G KS @GAadl teh (K al C
centre of the field of visionis what we might expect if the landscape of the ritual inaugaratiere to

be subdivided from the secular landscape of the kingdiehow.

Possibly of great importancis the finding of a late Bronze Age gold dressefast (Ant 056: 095)
approximately 80m west of the site of the excavation. The find spot was identified by Richard Warner,
then of the Ulster Museum, with the assistance of the metal detectorist who found the object.
Subsequentlya 3m square trench was excavated around timd$pot (Warner 1994). This revealed a
gully filled with earth and stone, interpreted as a path, upon which the dress fastener had been set.
Beside the dress fastener a hearth was discovered which produced charcoal whéeh radiocarbon
dated gave an Eay Medieval Date. Warner allowed for two possibilities, firstly that the Gold Dress
Fastener was a Late Bronze Age deposition with a chance Early Medievallatahtiocated beside it

or that secondly the gold dress fastener was deposited in the Early Mefievial.

The latter possibility is not as unlikely as it sounds. Early Medieval Kingship was very good at

appropriating earlier sites as symbols of ancient entitlement. Burying an ancient artefact at a threshold

12



may also have been a mechanism for conseegad ritual site giving it a heritageThe fact that there

was probably no direcancestrallink between the artefact and the D&l Fiatacht was incidental, it is the
belief which was importantnot the reality. The entire area betweenelspot of the burial of the gold

object and the excavated earthen bawk- @ KI @S 6SSy I 062dzyRI N T2yS |
the sacred landscape, where possibly the procession assembled before ascending the mountain and well

wishers watched th@rogress of the king elect and awaited his return .

13
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8.0 Conclusions

The excavations at Ballyaghagan have demonstrated that the earthen bank is likely to be an Early
Medieval boundary, matched by several other banks in the immediate vicinityntitilkely to be a
simple field boundary as it neither matches with other banks to make any sort of field pattern or respect
the topography or physical geography of the hill. It does seem to make some sense however as
boundary along the approach frothe southli 2 a | O! Nifs@the find@dldb much Souterrain
Ware pottery in a small area gives testimony to potentially quite intense Early Medieval acsiaitthe

top of the hill. This is not likely to be primary settlement, although early Metli®emleying is known in

the Belfast Hills and cannot be ruled out at this site without further investigations.

The small scale of the archaeological investigations carried out at this site and other sites in this part of
the Cavehill Country Park, demarsde how relatively untouched the landscape is here. That the
earthen banks, which are not very large, have survived for 1000 years or more demonstrates this. It is
apparent also from even a brieixaminationof the area around our excavation that thereealarge
numbers of unrecorded archaeological features visible on the groatiger fragments of earthen

banks, ditches, gullys etc which it was beyond the resources and scope of our project to formally survey

There is much scope for further survey aradgeted research excavatioon the summit of Cavehill
which could test the hypothesis of Early Medieval inaugural rituals there anghadsime information of

early prehistoric and later Medieval and padedieval uses of the area.
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9.0 Recommendatios for further work

Soil sample processing@3 sample bags of samples from the strata at Ballyaghagan were collected from the
excavation trenchThese samples must now be processed. It is envisaged that the samples be subjected to

standard wet sieving and flotation as it is not though likely that there will be survival of insects or pollen from the
dry hill strata. It is envisaged that this processing will be carried out at the Analytical Laboratory in the School of

Geography, Archaeology and Palaeoecology, Queendés University Belfast.

Macrofloral analysis: If plant macrofossils are recovered from the soil sample processing then it is important that
they are identified and their significance assessed. It is envisaged that Dr Gill Plunkett of the School of
Geography, Archaeology and Palaeoecology, possibly working with a student, would carry out this work and

produce a report.

Flint Report: A significant amount of flint was found during the excavation, some of which may be contemporary
with the construction / use of the site. It is suggested that this flint is examined by Brian Sloan of the Centre for

Archaeol ogi cal Fieldwor k, School of Geography, Archaeo!

Radiocarbon Datinglf suitable samples are found during soil sample processing it is envisaged that
confirmation of the supposed Early Medieval date of the earthwork is obtained by radiocarbon dating. It is
suggested that three radiocarbon dates, one preferably from the sail beneath the bank and two from the

soils associated with the bank use and collapse should be obtained in the hope of bracketing the period of the
actual construction of the bank. It is suggested that these radiocarbon dates would be carried dwat by t

Chrono CentreSc ho o | of Geography, Archaeology and Pal aeoecol
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Appendix 1

Context Register

Context | Description

No.

101 Sod / Topsoil layer

102 Dark peatymaterial beneath sod layer (101)
103 Orange / brown, sandy clay loam, layer
104 Sandy yellow subsoil

105 Redeposited bank

106 Dark brown loamy clayelic topsoil.

107 Gully cut to east of bank

108 Grrey brown silty loam fill of 107

109 Gully cutto west of bank

110 Light grey / brown clay loam fill of 109
111 Darker more loamy variant of 108

112

113
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Appendix 2

Drawing Register

Drawing| Scale | Description

No.

1 1:20 Preex plan of trench

2 1:20 Postex plan of trench

3 1:20 Northwest facing section of trench
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Appendix 3

Sample Register

Sample No. | Context No. | Description
bags
1 103 1 Western end of site
2 103 1 Western
3 103 1 Western
4 103 1 Western
5 103 1 Western
6 103 1 Western
7 103 1 Western
8 103 1 Western
9 103 1 Western
10 103 1 Western
11 103 1 Western
12 103 1/2 | Western
13 103b 1 Upper bank loam
14 103b 1 Upper
15 103b 1 Upper
16 103b 1 Upper
17 106 1 Lower bank
18 106 1 Lower bank
19 110 1 Slippage from bank
20 110 1 Slippage from bank
21 108 1 Fillof 107
22 108 1 Fill of 107
23 111 1 Fill of 107
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Cut 109

Figure 2: Plans, before removal of bank core (upper) and after showing toglgoil

(lower) and section

ofexcavation

|East

trench.
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Phob 1: Excavation trench from west
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Photo 2: Excavation showing residual bank (in section) and relic ground surface.

Photo 3: Photo of residual bank (in section), and gully (107) to north of bank.
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