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1 Summary 

 

1.1.1 The following document details the results of an archaeological excavation that was 

undertaken by the Centre for Archaeological Fieldwork, Queenôs University Belfast, at Arney, 

Co. Fermanagh. The project was a collaboration between the Centre for Archaeological 

Fieldwork, the Northern Ireland Environment Agency, the Kilesher Community Development 

Association and the Cleenish Community Association. The aim of the excavation was a 

community led investigation into the remains of a nineteenth century schoolhouse and 

upstanding cottages adjacent to it. A further component to this project was an investigation 

into the óBattle of the Ford of the Biscuitsô (1594) and an attempt to identify the site of the 

battle through systematic metal detecting across the Arney landscape. 

 

1.1.2 The excavation was carried out during March - April 2014, under Licence No. AE/14/41E.  

 

1.2 Aim of the excavation 

 

1.2.1 The primary aim of the excavation was to assess the presence and survival of archaeological 

remains associated with the nineteenth-century schoolhouse depicted on the 1
st
 edition OS 

six-inch map (1835). 

 

1.2.2 It was also hoped that the excavation would provide an opportunity for the local community to 

become involved in the wider ñBattles, Bricks and Bridgesò project. The excavation of the 

schoolhouse and cottages was a component of this wider community-led project funded by 

the Heritage Lottery Fund, which also involves attempting to identify the site of the óBattle of 

the Ford of the Biscuitsô (1594) through a metal detector survey, the manufacture and firing of 

bricks ï once a common practice in the Arney area, and refurbishment of the seventeenth-

century bridge that spans the River Arney. 

 

1.3      Excavation 

 

1.3.1 Three areas were archaeologically investigated. The first (Trench One) was centered on a 

small field to the immediate south-east of Arney Bridge, the focus of which was to investigate 

the presence and survival of archaeological deposits and features associated with the 

nineteenth century schoolhouse. Trenches Two and Three focussed on the remains of two 

ruinous but upstanding cottages to the south-west of Trench One. 

 

1.3.2 Trench One measured 10m in length (east/west) by 3m (north/south) and was excavated to 

the surface of the subsoil. The excavation of Trench One revealed features associated with 

the schoolhouse, including the remains of the front and rear walls, its clay floor, a drain to the 

rear of the structure and a possible rubbish pit. Artefacts recovered during the excavation of 
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this trench included fragments of ink-wells, ruled writing slates, styli and a variety of Early 

Modern pottery sherds. Post-school activity was identified and took the form of a field drain 

and a platform of angular rocks which could have provided a firm footing for an entrance into 

the field which is now blocked. 

 

1.3.3 Trench Two focussed of the upstanding albeit ruinous cottage at the end of the row of 

buildings along the western edge of the road. A mechanical excavator equipped with a 

smooth edged ósheughô bucket was used to clear the majority of detritus from the interior of 

the structure, with the final 0.1 ï 0.3m of strata manually excavated. The excavation revealed 

that the structure had a cement floor, intact fireplace and revealed information regarding the 

development and layout of the structure. Artefacts recovered during the excavation are 

universally twentieth-century in date and relate to the use of the cottage until its abandonment 

in the late 1960s and use as a storage facility for agriculture tools before its demise. These 

have been given over to the owner and previous resident of the structure Mr. Myles Keogh. 

 

1.3.4 Trench Three focussed on a smaller ruinous structure to the north of, and in the same row as 

that investigated in Trench Two. The majority of the mixed detritus was mechanically removed 

before manual cleaning occurred. Excavation of this structure revealed a brick floor and 

structural walls, as well as the base of a fire place. 

 

1.4      Recommendations 

 

1.4.1 Despite a small corpus of artefactual material being recovered, it is not deemed necessary for 

further specialist work to be carried out. It is however recommended that the results of the 

excavation, principally that of Trench One, are prepared for publication. 
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Figure 1: Approximate location of Arney Co. Fermanagh (red dot). 

 

 

Figure 2: Google Earth screen grab showing the location of Arney village and the investigation 

area (circled red).  
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2 Introduction 

 

2.1 General 

 

2.1.1 The following document details the results of excavations undertaken at Arney, Co. 

Fermanagh (H20725 37002) during the period 31
st
 March ï 15

th
 April 2014 by members of the 

Centre for Archaeological Fieldwork, Queenôs University Belfast (CAF) with support from two 

Queenôs University Belfast Msc students. The excavation was undertaken with the support of 

the Northern Ireland Environment Agency (NIEA), Kilesher Community Development 

Association and Cleenish Community Association. The excavation was part of a community 

based Heritage Lottery Project in the district. 

 

2.1.2 Trench One was located in a greenfield site to the immediate south-east of the Arney River 

and its associated bridge. The field is relatively flat, although does slope to the north where it 

meets the bank of the River Arney. It is bounded on the south and the west by a post and wire 

fence interspersed with mature trees and hedgerows (hawthorn plants). Arney Bridge 

(HB12/09/073) is to the immediate north-west of Trench One, and forms part of the western 

boundary for the field (thr portion between the bridge and the entrance to the field being 

comprised of fence and mature hedgerow). Trenches Two and Three were located within a 

row of vernacular cottages approximately 50m to the south-west of, and on the opposite side 

of the Swanlinbarr Road from Trench One. The trenches were positioned incorporating the 

footprint of two structures that had collapsed at some point in the mid-twentieth century (local 

informants related that this occurred in the 1960s). The rest of the buildings in the row are still 

upstanding with some being used for the storage of agricultural equipment. 

 

2.1.3 The excavation was directed by Brian Sloan (CAF) under Licence AE/14/01E. 

 

2.2 Geological Background 

 

2.2.1 The site is located directly on the Bundoran Shale Formation (BUNS) which consists of fossil-

rich, dark grey, calcareous mudstone and limestone. In the immediate area is the similar 

formation of Benbulben Shale (BBSF) which also consists of grey calcareous mudstone, 

along with the Darty and Ballyshannon Limestone Formations (DARL and BAL respectively). 

The overlying superficial geological deposits consist of lacustrine alluvium clay, silt and 

sandstone and diamicton till (Cruickshank 1997, 86).  

  

2.3 Cartographic evidence 

 

2.3.1 The cartographic evidence lends to the understanding of the development and demise of the 

Arney schoolhouse. The schoolhouse is documented of the 1
st
 edition 6 inch OS map (Figure 
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3) dating to 1835. This map shows the schoolhouse to the immediate south-east of the bridge, 

orientated approximately south-west/north-east. It is apparent that the schoolhouse is set 

back from the bridge, at a widening of the road. The road is known to have been in use in the 

early modern period for the Enniskillen bound stagecoach and a settlement may have grown 

up around the bridge (Eddie Brogan pers comm.). 

 

  

Figure 3: Excerpt of the 1
st

 edition 6 inch OS map dated to 1835. The schoolhouse and 

cottages are circled red. 

 

2.3.2 A number of changes to the area are noted by the time the 3
rd

 edition map is compiled (dated 

c.1907) (Figure 4). The schoolhouse is no longer present, indicating the structure had gone 

out of use and had been demolished by the start of the twentieth century. A new field 

boundary had been established to the immediate west of the schoolhouse, with changes in 

the field boundaries around Arney Bridge also noticeable. The brickfields shown on the first 

edition map (Figure 3) are not included on the 3
rd

 edition map (Figure 4) suggesting that this 

industry had started to decline by the although local tradition informs us that brick making in 

the area continued into the mid-twentieth century (Cunningham 1994, 68). 
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Figure 4: Excerpt of the 3
rd

 edition 6 inch OS map dated to c.1907. A number of changes have 

been made since the area was firstly mapped in the early nineteenth century. Circled in 

blue is the approximate location of the schoolhouse which is no longer included on the 

map. Red circles the location of Trenches Two and Three. 

 

2.6 Surrounding archaeological landscape 

 

2.6.1 The excavation site is located in the townland of Mullanavehy, directly adjacent to the site of 

the seventeenth-century Arney Bridge (HB12/09/073), traditionally erected at the site of a 

natural fording point over the Arney River. There is no record of any other site or monument of 

historic and archaeological interest in this townland, although there are a number of sites 

located within the neighbouring townlands of Sessiagh West and Mullymesker (Figure 5).  
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Townland SMR # Site Type Grid Ref. 

Mullanavehy / / / 

Sessiagh West FER 229:032 Enclosure H2149037920 

Mullymesker FER 229:014 Landscape feature H2168038220 

Mullymesker FER 229:015 Tree ring H2196038310 

Mullymesker FER 229:032 Enclosure H2149037920 

Mullymesker FER 229:033 Tree ring H2171038610 

 

Figure 5: Sites and Monuments details within 1 km of the excavation area. 

 

2.7 Archiving 

 

2.7.1 Copies of this report have been deposited with the Northern Ireland Environment Agency. All 

site records and finds are temporarily archived with the Centre for Archaeological Fieldwork, 

School of Geography, Archaeology and Palaeoecology, Queenôs University Belfast. 

 

2.8 Credits and acknowledgements 

 

2.8.1 The investigation was directed by Brian Sloan (CAF) assisted by Dermot Redmond (CAF). 

The excavation crew consisted of; Cormac Duffy (CAF), Gary Reid (QUB) and Paul Clarke 

(QUB). Paul Logue (NIEA) directed the metal detector survey at the battlefield site in 

Sessiagh Td on Saturday 12
th
 April. Help and support throughout this project was provided by 

Colm Donnelly (CAF), Lynn McKerr and Barbara Graham (QUB). The illustrations were 

completed by Sapphire Mussen (CAF). Permission to excavate the trenches was given by 

Myles Keogh. 

 

2.8.2 Particular thanks are due to those who participated in the excavation, especially Eddie and 

Ellen Brogan, who shared their infectious passion for the Arney area. Their hospitality and 

enthusiasm for the project ensured the excavation was a great success.  

 

2.8.3 The authors are indebted to the Kilesher Community Development Association and Cleenish 

Community Association, and in particular Barney Devine for all their support in the project. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TYR 038:016 



 

8 

 

3. Account of the excavation 

 

3.1  Introduction 

 

3.1.1 Three areas were subject to investigation during the archaeological works at Arney, Co. 

Fermanagh. Trench One was positioned to investigate the presence and survival of 

archaeological features and deposits associated with the nineteenth-century schoolhouse. 

Trenches Two and Three were positioned to investigate two of the collapsed cottages that are 

located on the opposite side of the road to the schoolhouse. Trench One was manually 

excavated and backfilled, with excavation ceasing following the excavation of features and 

deposits cutting into the geological subsoil. A mechanical excavator, equipped with a smooth-

edged ósheughô bucket, was used to clear rubble and organic detritus from the areas of 

Trenches Two and Three prior to the manual cleaning and recording of the structures. In both 

cases, excavation ceased at the floor levels of the structures which consisted of a cement 

floor (Trench Two) and a brick floor (Trench Three). 

 

3.1.2 In conjunction with the excavation and recording of the trenches, an area in Sessiagh 

townland to the north-east of Arney Bridge was subjected to metal detector survey. This work 

was carried out under the direction of Paul Logue (NIEA), assisted by Dermot Redmond 

(CAF), Jim and Dominic (metal detectorists). A brief summary of this work is provided in 

Section 4 of this report. 

 

3.2 Methodology 

 

3.2.1 The archaeological features were recorded using the standard recording system. The list of 

contexts is reproduced as Appendix One, and the field drawing register that was generated 

during the excavation is reproduced as Appendix Three. The remainder of the site records are 

reproduced as the Soil Sample Register (Appendix Four) and the Finds Register (Appendix 

Five). 

 

3.2.2 It is intended that the Harris matrices for each trench (Appendix Two) are referred to when 

reading the stratigraphic sequences discussed in this report.  

 

3.3 Trench One  

 

3.3.1 Trench One measured 10m in length (east/west) by 3m (north/south) and was excavated to 

the surface of the subsoil. The excavation of Trench One revealed features associated with 

the schoolhouse, including the remains of the front and rear walls, an interior beaten clay 

floor, a drain to the rear of the structure and a possible rubbish pit. Artefacts recovered during 

the excavation of this trench included fragments of ink-wells, ruled writing slates, styli and a 
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variety of c. nineteenth-century pottery sherds. Post-schoolhouse activity was identified and 

took the form of a field drain and platform of angular rocks which could have provided a firm 

footing for a previous entrance into the field. Following the identification, excavation and 

recording of the features in this trench, it was manually backfilled and the area re-instated. 

 

 

Figure 6: The Arney Schoolhouse as depicted on the 1
st

 Edition OS map (1835) 

 

 Post-schoolhouse features and deposits (Phase 2) 

 

3.3.2 The stratigraphically latest deposit encountered in this trench was the sod and topsoil layer 

(Context No. 101). This deposit (Context No. 101) consisted of a mid brown sandy clay that 

averaged 0.05-0.2m in thickness. Active grass roots (originating from the sod) as well as 

small rounded and sub-angular stones (average size 40mm x 60mm) were frequent 

inclusions, as well as the occasional fleck of charcoal. The sod and topsoil (Context No. 101) 

stratigraphically overlay two distinctly different deposits at the eastern and western ends of 

the trench. 

 

3.3.3 In the west of the trench the sandy clay sod and topsoil layer (Context No. 101) was removed 

to reveal a deposit of brick fragments within a matrix of a firm brown sandy clay (Context No. 

102). This deposit was localised to the western end of the trench and measured 1.9m 

(east/west) by 3m (north/south). The deposit varied in thickness between 0.03m ï 0.19m, with 

a noticeable slope towards the western end of the trench. Artefacts recovered from this 

deposit (Context No. 102) include those that would be expected to be associated with a 

schoolhouse (e.g. fragments of ruled slate, styli and fragments of ink wells) as well as a coin 

(although very abraded, making the date illegible). It is thought that the brick-fragment rich 

sandy clay (Context No. 102) originates from a demolition layer (Context No. 111) which has 

become disturbed by the construction of a field drain (Context No. 114), with Context No. 102 
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being deposited following the drain being in-filled (see below). This deposit (Context No. 102) 

overlay the fill of two negative features (Context Nos. 114 and 116). 

 

 

Plate 1: View of probable demolition deposit (Context No. 102), looking east. 

 

3.3.4 In the extreme western end of the trench, the demolition deposit (Context No. 102) overlay the 

fill (Context No. 115) of a relatively shallow cut (Context No. 114). The fill of this feature 

comprised a soft grey brown silty clay with abundant complete and fragmentary bricks, and 

occasional patch of mortar throughout. The fill (Context No. 115) was loose in nature and 

there was no apparent effort to lay the bricks in any coherent manner. Following the 

excavation of the fill (Context No. 115), water was observed at the base of the cut (Context 

No. 114) and it is assumed that this feature represents a field drain that was opened following 

the demise of the schoolhouse building (hence the fill being comprised of building rubble). 

The cut of the field drain (Context No. 114) had steep to near-vertical sides and a flattish 

base. The field drain (Context No. 114) was aligned roughly north-east/south-west with only 

the south-eastern edge of the feature being encountered in the trench. The maximum 

recorded dimensions for the field drain are 1.4m (east/west) by 0.82m (north/south). The drain 

was a maximum of 0.48m deep and had been cut into a layer of demolition rubble (Context 

No. 111) which consisted of a reddish brown firm clay loam. The maximum recorded 

dimensions of this layer (Context No. 111) were 2.9m (east /west) by 2.8m (north/south) and it 

had a maximum thickness of 0.23m. 

C103 

C102 
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Figure 7 (top): South-facing section of Trench One demonstrating the stratigraphic sequence encountered and  

Figure 8 (bottom): Post-excavation plan of Trench One. 
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Plate 2: Western end of the south-facing section of Trench One, illustrating the relationship 

between the Field Drain (Context Nos. 114/115) and layer of fragmented brick (Context 

No. 102), looking north. NB water lying at the base of the cut (Context No. 114) of the 

drain and the rubble fill (Context No. 115) noticeable in the section face. 

 

3.3.5 The fragmented brick deposit (Context No. 102) also overlay the upper fill (Context No. 117) 

of a shallow pit (Context No. 122). This deposit (Context No. 117) consisted of a firm brownish 

grey sandy clay, containing frequent small brick fragments as well as the occasional fleck of 

charcoal and mortar. The deposit measured 1.86m (east/west) by 0.7m (north/south), had a 

maximum thickness of 0.31m and directly overlay a deposit of tenacious yellowish green clay 

(Context No. 122) which comprised the basal deposit of the shallow pit (Context No. 116). 

The pit was excavated through the beaten clay floor of the schoolhouse (Context No. 103) 

and overlain by the brick-fragment rich sandy clay (Context No. 102). 

 

C101 

C102 

C115 

C114 
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Plate 3: Post-excavation view of shallow pit (Context No.116), looking south. 

 

3.3.6 The tenacious yellow clay (Context No. 122) measured 1.09m (east/west) by 0.46m 

(north/south) and had a maximum thickness of 0.13m. The deposit (Context No. 122) was 

relatively sterile save from the very occasional small rounded stones (average size 30mm x 

20mm). The cut of the pit (Context No. 116) was sub circular in plan with gently sloping sides 

to an irregular, slightly concave base. Although the feature carries on into the section, the 

dimensions of the pit were 1.91m (east/west) by 0.69m (north/south) with a maximum depth of 

0.46m. No artefacts were recovered from either fill (Context Nos. 117 and 122) of the pit 

(Context No. 116). 

 

3.3.7 Removal of the sod and topsoil (Context No. 101) in the eastern end of the trench revealed a 

layer of mottled grey brown sandy clay (Context No.105). This deposit (Context No. 105) 

measured 2.47m (east/west) by 3m (north/south) and had a maximum thickness of 0.08m. 

Small to medium angular and sub-rounded stones were frequent inclusions, but the artefacts 

recovered (including a crisp packet) indicate that Context No. 105 was laid down very recently 

and possibly relates to the dredging of the Arney River in the 1970s (Eddie Brogan pers 

comm.). The sandy clay (Context No. 105) directly overlay a friable, grey brown silty loam 

(Context No. 108). 

 

3.3.8 The grey brown silty loam (Context No. 108) contained the occasional small brick fragment as 

well as small to medium sized angular and sub-angular stones (ranging in size from 40mm-

150mm in length). The deposit measured 2.35m in length (east/west) by 3m (north/south) and 

averaged 0.14m in thickness. Artefacts recovered included sherds of nineteenth/twentieth 

century ceramics and sherds of bottle glass. As with the upper deposit (Context No. 105), it is 

assumed that this silty loam (Context No. 108) had been deposited relatively recently as it 

overlies a deposit of large angular stones within a dark brown silty clay loam (Context No. 

109; average size 0.3m ï 0.6m in length) which are interpreted as representing ófirming upô of 
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the ground for a previous, now blocked up and disused, entrance into the field. The deposit of 

angular stones (Context No. 109) measured 0.82m (north/south) by 3.2m (east/west) and 

averaged 0.3m thick. 

 

 

Plate 4: Eastern portion of the north-facing section showing the large angular stone deposit 

(Context No. 109) 

 

3.3.9 The deposit of angular stones sat directly on a reddish brown clay loam (Context No. 110). 

This deposit (Context No. 110) contained frequent whole and fragmented bricks with 

numerous patches and flecks of mortar throughout. It measured 2.86m (east/west) by 3m 

(north/south) and ranged in thickness from 0.18-0.25m. This deposit overlay a series of 

features that are interpreted as being associated with the construction and use of the 

schoolhouse (Phase 1 features and deposits) and it is probable that the brick rich clay loam 

(Context No. 110) represents the demolition of the rear wall of the school. 

 

3.3.10 Removal of the sod and topsoil (Context No. 101) also revealed a tumbled linear of four 

complete bricks (Context No. 104). This feature (Plate 6) was aligned roughly north-

west/south-east and directly overlay the beaten clay floor of the schoolhouse (Context No. 

103 ï see below). The feature measured 1.3m (north/south) by 0.4m (east/west) and was one 

course thick. The bricks did not appear to be bonded together, and may represent an episode 

of tumble from the rear wall of the schoolhouse (Context No. 106 ï see below). 

 

C101 

C105 

C108 

C109 
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Plate 5: Tumbled brick linear (Context No. 104) looking south-east. Illustrated is the 

association between this tumble (Context No. 104), the clay floor (Context No. 103) and 

the remnants of the rear wall of the schoolhouse (Context No. 106). 

Cxt. 104 

Cxt. 106 

Cxt. 103 
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Figure 9: Interpretative plan showing features associated with the Schoolhouse. 
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Features and deposits associated with the construction and use of the school (Phase 1) 

 

3.3.11 The features and deposits associated with the construction and use of the schoolhouse 

include a beaten clay floor (Context No. 103), the remnants of the front and rear walls 

(Context Nos. 120 and 106 respectively), a small drain parallel to the rear wall of the structure 

(Context Nos. 126/112) and a possible rubbish pit (Context Nos. 124/123/118). A relict topsoil 

was also noted in the eastern ((Context No. 125) and western (Context No. 121) ends of the 

trench. 

 

3.3.12 The middle of the trench was dominated by the truncated remains of the beaten clay floor of 

the schoolhouse (Context No. 103). This deposit was a firm/plastic yellowish grey clay with 

frequent streaks of bluish grey clay. The deposit measured 5.46m (east/west) by 3m 

(north/south) as revealed and varied in thickness from 0.12-0.19m. The clay (Context No. 

103) was relatively sterile save for the occasional brick fragment and slate pressed into its 

surface, and probably associated with the demolition of the structure. 

 

3.3.13 The clay floor of the structure (Context No. 103) slightly overlay, and so is stratigraphically 

later than the foundation of the front and rear walls of the school (Context No. 120 and 106 

respectively). However this stratigraphical relationship is questionable and may relate to post-

demolition disturbance. The remains of the front wall of the school (Context No. 120) were 

encountered in the western end of the trench. This was a linear feature, aligned roughly 

north/south and comprised brick, mortar and small rounded stones. The wall was a single 

course thick and did not sit within a foundation cut, a curious feature of the structure as a 

whole. The front wall of the structure measured 3m (north/south) by 0.52m (east/west) as 

revealed. The front wall of the schoolhouse (Context No. 120) sat directly upon a discreet 

deposit of brown grey sandy clay (Context No. 121). 

 

3.3.14 The sandy clay deposit (Context No. 121) measured 3m (north/south) by 0.71m (east/west) 

and had an average thickness of 0.08m. The deposit contained infrequent charcoal and 

mortar inclusions, as well as small angular and subangular stones (average size 40mm x 

60mm). It is not clear what this deposit represents, although it is possible that it may be a 

bedding layer for the front wall (Context No. 120) or a relict topsoil. It is similar in colour and 

texture to Context No. 125 which was encountered in the eastern end of the trench and it is 

possible that these are the same truncated deposit (Figure 6). 
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Plate 6: Remnants of the rear wall of the schoolhouse (Context No. 106), looking east. 

 

3.3.15 In the eastern end of the trench, the removal of the demolition deposit (Context No. 110) 

revealed features associated with the rear of the schoolhouse including the truncated remains 

of a wall (Context No. 106), a drain (Context Nos. 112/126) as well as a possible rubbish pit 

(Context Nos. 118/123/124). The rear wall of the schoolhouse (Context No. 106) consisted of 

a roughly north/south aligned linear of mortar and fragmentary bricks (Plate 6). This spanned 

the width of the trench (3m north/south) and was on average 0.38m wide (east/west). This 

deposit (Context No. 106) was a maximum of 0.16m thick and directly overlay the subsoil 

(Context No. 113). Adjacent to the wall (Context No. 106), and running directly parallel to it, 

was a shallow negative feature (Context No. 112) which is interpreted as a small drain that 

may have directed runoff rainwater from the roof of the schoolhouse. The cut of the drain 

(Context No. 112) had shallow sloping sides and a concave base and measured 3m 

(north/south) by 0.4m (east/west) and approximately 0.3m deep. The fill of the drain (Context 

No. 126) consisted of a friable mid to dark brown sandy clay with frequent inclusions of 

fragmented brick and small rounded stones. It is possible that the fill of the drain (Context No. 

126) originated from the overlying demolition deposit (Context No. 110). 
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Plate 7: Eastern portion of the south-facing section, showing the drain (Context No. 112) and 

fill (Context No. 126), as well as the possible rubbish pit (Context No. 118) and 

associated fills (Context Nos. 123 and 124). 

 

3.3.16 To the immediate east of the drain (Context No. 112) a shallow pit was encountered (Context 

No. 118). This feature was sub-rectangular in plan with relatively gently sloping sides and 

concave base. The cut of the pit (Context No.118) measured 0.82m (east/west) by a 

maximum of 0.6m (north/south), although this is not the full dimensions of the feature as it 

continues into the south-facing section of the trench. The pit (Context No. 118) was a 

maximum of 0.47m deep and was filled by two deposits (Context Nos. 123 and 124). The 

stratigraphically earliest of these fills was a deposit of tenacious mid brown clay (Context No. 

123) with frequent inclusion of small angular stones (average size 40mm x 60mm) as well as 

the occasional fleck of charcoal. This deposit was only encountered along the western edge 

of the feature and was on average 0.18m thick. The mid brown clay (Context No. 123) was 

overlain by a dark greyish brown silty loam (Context No. 124) that comprised the upper fill of 

the feature (Context No. 118). The silty loam deposit (Context No. 124) was friable in nature 

with inclusions of flecks of charcoal and small rounded stones frequent throughout. The 

excavation of this deposit (Context No. 124) produced numerous sherds of pottery and animal 

bone (as well as a possible fragment of eggshell) and was a maximum of 0.47m thick. This 

feature is interpreted as representing a rubbish pit associated with the use of the 

schoolhouse. 

 

3.3.17 The removal of the demolition deposit (Context No. 110) in the eastern section of the trench 

also revealed a deposit of brown grey sandy clay (Context No. 125). This deposit was similar 

in appearance and texture to that encountered in the western portion of the trench (Context 

No. 121) and it is possible that both represent the truncated remains of the same deposit. 

However, any stratigraphical relationship between the two has been lost due to the 

construction of the schoolhouse. The brown grey sandy clay in the eastern portion of the 

trench (Context No. 125) was 0.65m (east/west) and a maximum of 0.16m thick. Isolated 
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flecks of charcoal were noted throughout the deposit which overlay the natural geological 

subsoil (Context No. 113). 

 

 

Plate 8: Post-excavation shot of Trench One, looking north-east. 

 

3.3.18  The natural subsoil in this trench consisted of a sticky grey sandy clay (Context No. 113). No 

other features or deposits of archaeological potential were noted cutting into the subsoil 

(Context No. 113) which was encountered at an average depth of 0.5m from the modern 

ground surface. Following exposure of the subsoil (Context No. 113) the trench was backfilled 

and the area re-instated. 

 

3.3.19 The excavation of the schoolhouse, taken with documentary sources detailing the structure in 

the nineteenth century, has revealed valuable insights into the history of the Arney community 

in the nineteenth century, while providing an opportunity to archaeologically investigate a 

structure of this function and date. To date this is the first National School to be subject to 

archaeological investigation although the results indicate that this will be a worthwhile 

exercise in the future. The support of the documentary evidence, especially in respect of the 

Arney School excavation clarifies aspects of the structure that cannot be identified 

archaeologically. 
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3.3.20 The schoolhouse is documented on the 1
st
 edition 6 inch Ordnance Survey (OS) map dating 

to 1835, which shows the structure to the immediate south-east of the bridge (Figure 3). The 

original applications for grant aid through the National Schools system are archived in PRONI 

and indicate that the existent school was formerly óestablished in 1847ô and that a grant for a 

teacher was applied for in September 1849 (PRONI Ref. ED/1/22/13). This also confirms that 

the building had been in use for some time as the form states that an earlier application in 

1847 was refused due to the poor state of repair that the building was in. The successful 

application of 1849 contained valuable information on the construction of the existing school 

building being almost entirely of brick. Given the proximity to local brick manufacturing 

locations, the structure being constructed of brick is hardly surprising although a rare 

occurrence with rural schools which were invariably constructed of locally sourced stone. The 

dimensions of the school room were stated as 19 feet by 14 feet 3 inches (5.79m by 4.34m) 

with the overall building measuring 37 feet by 15 (11.28m by 4.57m).  

 

3.3.21 The September 1849 document (PRONI Ref. ED/1/22/13) names a James Dolan (aged 22) 

as the schoolmaster and states that there were 40 male pupils and 20 females on the roll. Of 

these, 20 children were admitted free with the remaining paying £3 per year. General school 

hours lasted from 9am until 3pm which was changed to 10am until 3pm in winter to allow safe 

travel to and from school. The structure was furnished with three desks, four stools and three 

forms, was ósufficiently ventilated and warmedô and in a ótolerableô state of repair (ibid). The 

1849 application also noted that the Sponsor was the Parish Priest, Father Francis Mason, 

and the District Inspector signed a declaration on the form that he had consulted with the 

clergymen of all denominations in the district, and that none objected to the school 

 

3.3.22 By 1851 a second application had been made (ED/1/22/59) requesting a mistress to teach the 

female pupils sewing and that the overall number of pupils on the roll had risen to 52 males 

and 50 females. The school is documented as now having been sub-divided into two rooms, 

with the smaller room used by the mistress (Mrs Anne Murray) to teach needlework (everyday 

from 12pm until 3pm except on Saturday when religion was taught (ibid). Extra furnishings for 

the class included a óconvenient work tableô, a chest and set of drawers. 

 

3.3.23 By the time of the publication of the 3
rd

 edition OS map (c.1910), the schoolhouse was no 

longer present suggesting the structure had been demolished by this date. This confirms 

information from local residents that it was replaced in the early twentieth century by the more 

modern building a short distance away, Arney Primary School, which itself was replaced in 

1964 by a new school in Arney village (McKerr et al, 14). 

 

3.3.24 Very few comparable sites have been investigated archaeologically, possibly due to a 

previous lack of archaeological significance afforded to these structures. However, the Arney 

excavation has proved that the excavation of schoolhouses is a useful exercise, not less in 
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respect of a community excavation. The only other National Schoolhouse to be 

archaeologically investigated to date was at Rockforrest Co. Tipperrary (Hardy 2007) The 

truncated remains of this structure was encountered during archaeological mitigation in 

advance of the N7 Castletown to Nenagh Road improvement scheme (Licence No. E003584). 

The foundations of this structure, comprised of large sandstone slabs, yielded a total 

measurement of 11m in length by 5.1m in width which is comparable with the Arney 

Schoolhouse. 

 

3.3.25 A number of artefacts were recovered during the excavation of Trench One can be directly 

aligned to its use as a schoolhouse. The majority of these finds were recovered pressed into 

the surface of the clay floor (Context No. 103) as well as from deposits associated with the 

demolition of the structure (Context Nos. 102, 104 and 110). The artefact assemblage 

includes sherds of nineteenth century ceramics (including several pieces of locally produced 

óFlorencecourt Wareô of probable mid to late nineteenth century date), fragments of glass and 

corroded iron objects. Several artefacts associated with the use of the structure as a 

schoolhouse were recovered including fragments of writing slates and styli (Plate 13) as well 

as a fragment of an inkpot. 

 

 

Plate 9: Incised writing slate and styli recovered from Trench One Context No. 103 (scale 

10cm). 
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3.4 The excavation of the residential structures (Trenches Two and Three) 

 

3.4.1 The excavation of Trenches Two and Three provided the opportunity to clean out and record 

two vernacular structures. It is fortunate the cottages were inhabited within living memory, and 

their excavation has reignited interest in the Arney area, not least for the school children that 

visited and participated in the excavation, but for the older residents of the area as well. 

 

3.4.2 The main focus of the cottage component of the excavation centered on Trench Two. This 

cottage, locally known as óRobert Lambôs houseô was occupied until the mid to late twentieth 

century and is now owned by Myles Keogh, nephew of Robert Lamb. The entire row of 

cottages is likely to date from at least the early nineteenth century and is represented on the 

1835 map of the area (Figure 3). 

  

 

 

Figure 10: Proposed development of Robert Lambôs house incorporating structures to the 

north-east (2) and south-west (3). It is postulated that the internal divisions and extant 

fireplaces relate to this modification of the structure. 

 

3.4.3 The structures in this row all appear to follow a similar ground plan, and were constructed to 

accommodate the brick workers involved in the thriving local brick manufacturing process. 

The walls all appear to be approximately 0.5m thick enclosing a space approximately 3.3m 

wide (north/south). However, it is clear from the ground plan of the structure investigated in 

Trench Two (Figures 10 and 14) that three of these small structures have been incorporated 

into a single house by expansion to the north-east and south-west (Figure 10).   

 

1 2 3 
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3.4.4 The building was extended to the north-east and south-west to emulate the traditional 

vernacular cottage common in the area. This must have occurred during the late nineteenth or 

early twentieth century as Mr Keogh states the house always comprised a three unit 

construction when he resided within it. A number of modifications to the structure, principally 

the erection of internal brick divisions are noticeable during this period of use, most notably 

the construction of a ójamb wallô (in this case Context No. 209) which seperates the kitchen 

area from the entrance into the structure (Gailey 1984, 165). By extension and internal 

modification, the structure was turned from a series of small single residential units into a 

typical óhearth-lobby houseô (Gailey 1984, 167; Figures ? and ?).  

 

Figure 11: Plan of a typical three unit hearth-lobby house from Gortalughany, Co. Fermanagh 

(Gailey 1984, 167) 

 

3.4.5 The construction of the ójamb wallô (Context No. 209) is an important feature in the 

development of the structure. This wall afforded the inhabitants a degree of privacy (a view of 

the entrance was gained by a small window in the wall) whilst also sheltering the fire from 

draughts (Gailey 1984, 165). The small space created by the insertion of the jamb wall made 

a seperate reception area, whilst also discouraging livestock entering the main living area of 

the house (ibid). 

  

3.5 Trench Two 

 

3.5.1 Trench Two focused on the upstanding albeit ruinous cottage at the end of the row of 

buildings along the western edge of the road locally known as Robert Lambôs house. A 

mechanical excavator equipped with a smooth edged ñsheughò bucket was used to clear the 

majority of the debris from the interior of the structure, with the final 0.1 ï 0.3m manually 

excavated. The excavation revealed that the structure had a cement floor, intact fireplace and 

revealed information regarding the development and layout of the structure. Artefacts 
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recovered during the excavation are universally twentieth-century in date and relate to the use 

of the cottage until its abandonment in the late 1960s and as a storage facility for agriculture 

tools before its demise. These have been given over to the owner and previous resident of 

the structure, Mr. Myles Keogh. 

 

 

Figure 12: The approximate location of Trench Two as depicted on the c.1907 OS map. It is 

possible that the structure shaded white is the byre of the house, suggesting that the 

modifications to the structure had occurred prior to c.1907. 

 

3.5.2 The stratigraphically latest deposit encountered during the excavation of this area was a 

mixed deposit of organic matter and rubble (Context No. 201). Despite the make-up of this 

deposit being comprised of several distinct layers and deposits, it was mechanically removed 

as one stratigraphic unit. The rubble and organic deposit (Context No. 201) varied in 

thickness from a maximum of 1.5m in the northern part of the building to a minimum of 0.4m 

in the south.  
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Plate 10: Overview of Trench 2, showing a pre-excavation view (top) and a post-excavation 

view (bottom). 
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3.5.3 The rubble and organic deposit (Context No. 201) was removed to reveal several contexts 

associated with the construction and use of the structure. These include the remains of walls 

(Context Nos. 202, 203, 208, 209, 210, 211, 217), fireplaces (Context Nos. 206 and 207) and 

cement floors (Context Nos. 212, 213, 214 and 215) (Figure 9). It also revealed several 

contexts relating to the redevelopment and modification of the building, the most telling of 

which are a blocked up doorway which had been turned into a window following the 

expansion of the structure to the north-east (Context Nos. 204/205). 

 

3.5.4 The middle room was the original extent of the house, with the cottages on either side being 

purchased to extend the living space in both directions, for a parlour and bedroom to the 

north-east and two bedrooms to the south-west (Myles Keogh pers comm.). It is not possible 

to tell when exactly this period of renovation and modification took place, but it appears that 

very little other than the exterior wall of the cottages (Context No. 217) remains original. The 

exterior walls of the structure (Context No. 217) were on average 0.5m thick and consisted of 

large rounded boulders bonded with a crumbly, beige coloured lime mortar. Through the 

duration of the excavation, this mortar became increasingly weathered, having previously 

been protected from the overlying modern detritus (Context No. 201). The original flooring 

was replaced with cement (Context Nos. 212, 213, 214 and 215), evidenced by the fact that it 

respects the new internal divisions that were constructed (Context Nos. 208, 209, 210 and 

211) being single brick walls instead of the 0.5m thick stone walls. The two fireplaces 

(Context Nos. 206 and 207) appear to also have been constructed at this time as they appear 

to sit directly upon the cement floors of the structure. The smaller of the two (Context No. 206) 

was built in the northern extension, in what Myles Keogh described as the parlour of the 

house, which was a locked room and kept for guests. The larger (Context No. 207) was in the 

middle room of the house. A semi-circle of burning damage to the paving stone is evident in 

front of this fire that is absent in the parlour, indicating that this fire was lit with much higher 

regularity, suggesting that this is the main living area of the house. 
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Plate 11: Main fireplace (Context No. 207) (top) and fireplace in the parlour (Context No. 206) 

(bottom).  
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3.5.5 It is difficult to establish a direct stratigraphical relationship between the rest of the structure 

and the byre constructed to the south-west (Context No.218). The structural remains were the 

most damaged at this end of the building. However, the wall base (Context No. 211) which 

was for a single brick internal divide is respected by the cement floor of the byre (Context No. 

218). This suggests a possibility that the construction of the byre might be contemporary or 

close to the renovation of the structure, being a possible reason why the thicker stone dividing 

wall (that is very likely to have been present judging from the remains of the other cottages) 

was removed from here. 

 

3.5.6 No attempts were made to excavate any of the floor levels within the structure, so no features 

or deposits that might relate to an earlier phase of activity in the house was encountered. 

However, in one of the rooms in the south-west extension, there was no cement floor rather a 

mid-brown sandy-silt deposit (Context No. 216) was present. It is likely that this deposit 

(Context No. 216) represents a leveling deposit for the floor material that was used here. 

Myles Keogh recalls that this room of the house was originally paved with flag stones and that 

have since been robbed out and reused. The fact that only the wall bases remain for the 

internal dividing walls (Context Nos. 210 and 211) would suggest that salvage of reusable 

building materials was carried out here following the abandonment of the structure. The 

exterior of the structure was cobbled by a layer of rounded stones (Context No. 222) which 

averaged 0.2m in length. A deposit of cement (Context No. 220) covered both the base of the 

exterior wall (Context No. 217) as well as the cobbles (Context No. 222) thus no stratigraphic 

relationship between the wall and the cobbles was possible to identify.  
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Plate 12: Post-excavation view of Trench Two, looking west. 

 

 

3.5.7 Following the excavation of Trench Two, the structure was not backfilled at the request of Mr. 

Barney Devine. It is hoped that further work is carried out on the remains of Robert Lambôs 

house to arrest any further deterioration to the structure exposure to the elements might 

cause. 

C218 

C216 

C215 

C217 

C207 

C206 

C212 

C213 

C204 

C217 

C209 

C214 



 

31 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13: Post-excavation plan of Trench Two. 
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3.6 Trench Three 

 

 

Figure 14: Approximate location of Trench Three 

3.6.1 Trench Three focused on a smaller ruinous structure to the north of, and in the same row as 

that investigated in Trench Two. Again the majority of the overlying detritus (Context No. 301) 

was mechanically removed before manual cleaning occurred. Excavation of this structure 

ceased at the floor level which was constructed of brick. 

 

3.6.2 The overlying detritus consisted of active tree and plants, their root systems, as well as a 

mixture of soil and rubble (Context No. 301). Despite this deposit being comprised of 

numerous discreet lenses and layers of different material, it was mechanically excavated as a 

single stratigraphic unit primarily due to time constraints and the modern nature of the deposit. 

It varied in depth from a minimum of 0.4m-1.6m and was present across the entire area 

investigated in Trench Three. Removal of this overburden (Context No. 301) revealed an 

intact brick floor (Context No. 302), the exterior wall of the structure (Context No. 303) the 

base of a fireplace along the northern wall (Context No. 304), a possible cement floor surface 

in the western end of the structure (Context No. 305) as well as cobbles along the eastern 

side (exterior; Context No. 306). 

 

3.6.3 Both the cement floor (Context No. 305) and the base of the fireplace (Context No. 304) 

appeared to be constructed directly upon the brick floor of the structure (Context No. 302). 

The base of a fireplace (Context No. 304) was encountered along the northern wall of the 

structure. This feature was constructed of brick and survived to a single course high. The 

fireplace (Context No. 304) measured 1.3m (north/south) and was the only internal feature 

exposed within the structure. A noticeable óstepô from the brick floor (Context No. 302) to the 

cement deposit (Context No. 305) was noted, although the location of spoil here made further 

investigation of this deposit problematic. The exterior wall of the structure (Context No. 303) 
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was comprised of rounded boulders bonded with a crumbly beige coloured mortar and was on 

average 0.5m thick. The wall survived to a single course high, with a maximum recorded 

height of 0.42m above the brick floor (Context No. 302). Removal of the overburden (Context 

No. 301) in the exterior of the structure revealed a deposit of cobbles (Context No. 306) which 

appears to be a continuation of the cobbles encountered during the excavation of Trench Two 

(Context No. 222) 

 

 

Plate 13: Post-excavation shot of Trench Three showing the brick floor and structural elements 

of the building (Context No. 302), looking west. 

 

3.6.4 The excavation of this trench was primarily concerned with the exposure of the floor surface 

(Context No. 302) and no attempt was made to excavate beneath this to see if features 

relating to an earlier phase of use of the structure 
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Figure 15: Post-excavation plan of Trench Three.  


