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NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY 

The site at Macetown 1 was excavated by Archaeological Consultancy Service Ltd (ACS) as 

part of the M3 Clonee–North of Kells Motorway Scheme on behalf of Meath County Council 

NRDO and the NRA. The excavation was carried out between 29 March and 5 May 2006 

under Ministerial Direction Number A023/008 issued by DOEHLG in consultation with the 

NMI. The site at Macetown 1 contained a series of shallow isolated pits, some containing 

cremated bone inclusions, charcoal and heat affected stones. They likely represent prehistoric 

ritual and domestic activity. A number of pieces of Late Bronze Age domestic pottery were 

also recovered from one of the pits which together with a radiocarbon date of 414 – 206BC 

from charcoal recovered from another pit indicates that activity on the site dated from the 

Late Bronze Age / Early Iron Age period. Two linear ditches were also recorded on the site. 

These are interpreted as post-medieval drainage / field boundary ditches.  
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3.2 Date and sequence 

A charcoal sample from fill F10 the upper fill of pit F9 returned a date of 414–206 BC (Beta 

237585, Appendix 5) which places this feature in the Late Bronze Age / Early Iron Age 

transition period. It is likely that the remaining shallow pits on the site containing minute 

inclusions of cremated bone remains and burnt stone and charcoal also date to the prehistoric 

period and most likely the Late Bronze Age / Early Iron Age period. The radiocarbon date 

from fill F10 and the dating of the pottery fragments would confirm a Late Bronze Age to 

Early Iron Age date for this activity of the Macetown 1 site.    

 

3.2.1 Contemporary / Comparative Archaeological Activity  

A number of other sites of Bronze Age - Early Iron Age date were excavated on the M3 

Scheme within a 5km radius of Macetown 1 which contained cremated bone remains inserted 

into shallow pit features such as on the sites of Kennastown 2 (A023/002), Ardsallagh 1 

(A008/034), Ardsallagh 2 (A023/035) and Philpotstown 1 (A0023/007). 

  

A number of ritual cremation deposits at Ardsallagh 1 were dated to 357-50 BC (Beta 

236026), 383-122 BC (Beta 229294), 388-197 BC (Beta 229295) (Clarke 2008). An isolated 

single pit on Kennastown 2 which contained partially burnt animal remains was also dated to 

386 – 183 BC (Beta 247084) (Martin 2008a).  The remains at Kennastown 2 were interpreted 

as representing remains of domestic activity on the site while those at Ardsallagh 1 were 

ritual. The cremated remains at both Ardsallagh 2 and Philpotstown 1 were dated to the 

Middle Bronze Age period (Clarke & Carlin 2006a&b), (Martin 2008b). 
 

Although a large area was excavated at Macetown 1 only a limited amount of archaeological 

evidence was identified. No evidence of a cremation pyre was identified on the site and this 

along with the small amounts of cremated bone remains uncovered in the inclusions of a 

number of the pit fills, leads the excavator to interpret that the cremation of the bone may 

have occurred nearby to the site or that the pyre / hearth remains have just not survived the 

passage of time. They may have been ploughed away by post medieval – modern agricultural 

practices. The evidence from Macetown 1 and its associated sites is particularly important 

when it is considered against the overall relatively small amount of identifiable Early Iron 

Age settlement and ritual sites in Ireland as against other periods of Irish archaeology.  

 

It is noteworthy that burnt mound and domestic type activity dated to the Early and Middle 

Bronze Age was identified on the nearby sites (<1km away) of Gainstown 2 (A023/010) 

(Connell 2009), Philpotstown 1 (A023/007) (Martin 2008b) and Williamstown or Bawn 2 

(A023/006) (Martin 2008c). This evidences that human habitation in the area preceded the 
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activity uncovered on Macetown 1 and that the site should not be viewed in isolation but as 

part of an ongoing use of the local landscape during the Bronze Age - Early Iron Age periods.   

 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

Macetown 1, A023/008, was excavated from 29 March to 5 May 2006 by Kevin Martin 

(ACS) as part of the M3 Clonee–North of Kells Motorway Scheme on behalf of Meath 

County Council NRDO and the NRA. A series of shallow isolated pits and two linear ditch 

features were excavated on the site. One of the shallow pit features was dated to the Late 

Bronze Age / Early Iron Age period. It contained what is interpreted to represent evidence of 

domestic waste deposit of burnt bone and charcoal. Four pieces of late Bronze Age domestic 

type pottery were also recovered from the fill of another isolated pit on the site along with 

charcoal and minute fragments of burnt bone inclusions. A number of other pits also 

contained charcoal and heat affected stone inclusions. It is likely that these features were 

contemporary and represent evidence of prehistoric deposition and potential evidence of burnt 

mound related activity. The linear ditch features are interpreted to represent post medieval 

field boundary / drainage ditches.      
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APPENDIX 1 Context Details 

 

Macetown 1: A023/008 

No Type 

Fill  
of/   
Filled 
with 

Strat 
above 

Strat     
below Description Interpretation Group Artefacts Animal 

bone 
Cremated 
bone Samples 

1-3         used previously during topsoil metal detecting             

04 Sod N/A 6 5 
moderately compact, mid-brown, silty clay with 
occasional sub-rounded, sub-angular, variously 
sized stones. 0.03m depth 

sod           

05 Topsoil N/A 4, 6 N/A 
compact, mid-brown, clayey silt with occasional 
organic material and sub-angular, sub-rounded, 
variously sized stones. 0.48m depth  

topsoil           

06 Subsoil N/A N/A 04, 05 compact, light-brown-yellow, silty clay with 
frequent angular and decayed stones  subsoil           

07 Fill 9 9 10 

loose, mid-brownish-grey, silty clay with 
occasional charcoal flecks and burnt stones. 
2.16m northwest-southeast x 1.14m northeast-
southwest x 0.18m  

fill of pit 9           

08 NON-
ARCHAEOLOGICAL                     

09 Cut 7, 10 6 7 

irregular cut (2.16m northwest-southeast x 1.14m 
northeast-southwest x 0.18m) with a sharp-
gradual break of slope, irregular sides and a 
sharp-gradual break of slope leading to an 
uneven base  

pit           

10 Fill 9 7 5 
loose, dark-grey, silty clay with occasional 
charcoal flecks and burnt stones and burnt bone. 
0.40m width x 0.10m depth  

fill of pit 9       yes #1-soil and 
burnt bone 

11 Fill 12 12 13 

loose, mid-greyish-brown, silty clay with 
occasional charcoal flecks and sub-angular, 
angular, small stones.  0.92m width x 0.35m 
depth  

primary fill of 
ditch 12          

12 Cut 11, 
13 6 11 

linear, north-south cut (26.8m x 1.02m x 0.35m) 
with a sharp-gradual break of slope, steep sides 
and a gradual-imperceptible break of slope 
leading to a concave base 

post-medieval 
field drain/ 
boundary 
ditch 
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13 fill 12 11 5 
loose, mid-brown, sandy silt with occasional 
charcoal flecks and angular, sub-angular and 
small stones, some of which were decayed 

upper fill of 
ditch 12           

14, 
15 

NON-
ARCHAEOLOGICAL                     

16 cut 
17, 
18, 
19 

6 19 

linear, northwest-southeast cut (34.83m x 1.52m x 
0.52m) with a gradual-sharp break of slope, 
irregular sides and a gradual break of slope 
leading to a concave base. Cut by 26 

boundary 
ditch           

17 fill 16 18 05 

moderately compact, light-greyish-brown, clayey 
silt with occasional angular, sub-rounded, small 
stones and charcoal flecks. 1.35m width x 0.17m 
depth  

upper fill of 
ditch 16           

18 fill 16 19 17 
moderately compact, mid-greym clayey silt with 
occasional angular, sub-angular, sub-rounded, 
small stones and charcoal flecks. 0.13m depth 

middle fill of 
ditch 16           

19 fill 16 16 18 

compact, light-brownish-grey, clayey silt with 
orange clay mottling and occasional angular, sub-
angular, sub-rounded, small stones and charcoal 
flecks. 1.00m width x 0.32m depth 

primary fill of 
ditch 16           

20 NON-
ARCHAEOLOGICAL                     

21 fill 42 42 32 
moderately compact, mid-brownish-grey, silty clay 
with occasional charcoal flecks and burnt bone 
fragments. 0.31m width x 0.18m depth  

primary fill of 
pit 42       yes   

22 fill 37 37 5 
moderately compact, mid-brownish-grey, sandy 
clay with charcoal flecks. 0.23m width x 0.12m 
depth  

fill of pit 37          

23 Fill 39 39 5 
loose, dark-brownish-grey, sandy clay with 
charcoal, burnt stones and occasional small, 
angular stones. 0.25m width x 0.15m depth  

fill of pit 39          

24 Fill 38 38 5 
loose, dark-greyish-black, sandy clay with 
charcoal flecks and angular, small, burnt stones. 
0.40m width x 0.15m depth 

fill of pit 38         #4 – soil & 
charcoal 

25 Fill 26 44 5 
moderately compact, yellowish-brown, sandy clay 
with occasional small stones and charcoal flecks. 
0.31m width x 0.29m depth 

upper fill of 
field drain 26           

26 cut 25, 
44 6 44 

linear, east-west cut (0.34m width x 0.62m depth) 
with a sharp break of slope, vertical sides and a 
sharp break of slope leading to a flat base. Cuts 
16 

modern field 
drain,              
french type 

          

27-
29 

NON-
ARCHAEOLOGICAL                     
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30 fill 43 43 5 
loose, mid-grey, silty clay with charcoal and 
occasional sub-rounded, sub-angular, small 
stones. 0.38m width x 0.08m depth  

fill of possible 
pit 43           

31 fill 45 45 5 

loose, mid-brownish-grey, silty clay with 
occasional sub-angular, small stones, charcoal 
flecks and burnt bone fragments. 0.34m width x 
0.15m depth. Similar to 21 

fill of possible 
pit 45   

 Pottery (4 
sherds of 
prehistoric 
pottery) 

  yes 
#6-soil, 
charcoal, 
bone 

32 fill 42 21 5 
loose, dark-grey, silty clay with moderate sub-
angular, small stones and charcoal flecks. 0.31m 
width x 0.10m depth 

upper fill of pit 
42           

33 NON-
ARCHAEOLOGICAL                     

34 fill 40 40 5 
loose, dark-grey-black, silty clay with moderate 
charcoal flecks and sub-angular, medium sized 
burnt stones. 0.47m x 0.44m x 0.13m 

fill of possible 
pit 40           

35, 
36 

NON-
ARCHAEOLOGICAL                     

37 cut 22 6 22 

sub-oval, northeast-southwest cut (0.28m x 0.23m 
x 0.12m) with a sharp break of slope, vertical 
sides and a gradual break of slope leading to a 
tapered base  

pit or posthole S1         

38 cut 24 6 24 

sub-circular, west-east cut (0.45m x 0.40m x 
0.15m) with a gradual break of slope, irregular 
sides and a gradual break of slope leading to a 
concave base 

pit or posthole S1         

39 cut 23 6 23 
oval, west-east cut (0.24m x 0.18m x 0.15m) with 
a sharp break of slope, vertical sides and a sharp 
break of slope leading to a tapered base 

possible pit for 
dumping fire-
shattered 
stones,       
posthole 

S1         

40 cut 34 6 34 

triangular, north-south cut (0.47m x 0.44m x 
0.13m) with rounded corners, a sharp-gradual 
break of slope, steep sides and a sharp-gradual 
break of slope leading to a flat base  

possible pit           

41 NON-
ARCHAEOLOGICAL                     

42 cut 21, 
32 6 21 

sub-circular cut (0.31m diameter x 0.18m depth) 
with a sharp break of slope, vertical sides and a 
gradual-sharp break of slope leading to an 
uneven base  

pit           
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43 cut 30 6 30 

circular, west-east cut (0.38m width x 0.08m 
depth) with a sharp break of slope, concave sides 
and an imperceptible break of slope leading to the 
base 

possible pit           

44 fill 26 26 25 loose, mid-brown, clayey silt with sub-rounded, 
sub-angular medium sized stones. 0.31m depth 

primary fill of 
drain 26           

45 cut 31 6 31 
oval, north-south cut (0.34m width x 0.15m depth) 
with a sharp break of slope, concave sides and a 
gradual break of slope  leading to a flat base 

possible pit           
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APPENDIX 2 Finds List 

There were no finds recovered during the excavations at Macetown 1; however, four 

prehistoric pottery sherds were discovered during soil flotation of sample material.  

 

Find Number Description 
A023/008:31:1-4 Prehistoric pottery fragments identified as all being from a single Late Bronze 

Age domestic vessel  (See Appendix 4) 
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APPENDIX 3 Sample List 

 

Sample 
No Context No Results 

1 10 4g charcoal & 
cremated bone 

4 24 15g charcoal 
flecks 

6 31 

2g charcoal 
flecks / 4 pieces 
of prehistoric 
pottery 
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APPENDIX 4 Prehistoric Pottery Report 

 
M3 Clonee – North of Kells 

The prehistoric pottery assemblage from Macetown 1, Co. Meath 
(E3100) 

 
Eoin Grogan and Helen Roche 

 

Summary 

The site produced a very small assemblage consisting of a single sherd (plus 3 fragments; total 

weight: 18g) representing a late Bronze Age domestic vessel.  

 

Context 

The pottery at Macetown 1 came from F31 within a series of shallow pit clusters, some containing 

cremated bone and burnt stone and charcoal in their inclusions, representing evidence of prehistoric 

ritual burial activity. 

 

The pottery 

A bodysherd and three fragments come from a single late Bronze Age domestic vessel. This is of 

compact, well-fired, fabric and the curvature suggests this is a small to medium sized vessel. 

Macetown is one of a growing number of sites in the Meath region with late Bronze Age pottery. 

These include large assemblages from, for example, Stamullin and Raynestown (Grogan and Roche 

2007a; 2008) as well as smaller quantities including Ardsallagh 1 (Grogan and Roche 2007b). 

 

 
Bibliography 
Grogan, E. and Roche, H. 2007a The prehistoric pottery assemblage from Stamullin, Co. Meath (05E1271/05E0962).  
 Unpublished Report for Arch-Tech Ltd. 
Grogan, E. and Roche, H. 2007b The prehistoric pottery assemblages from the M3 Clonee – North of Kells, Co. Meath.  
 Ardsallagh 1, Ardsallagh 2, Ardsallagh 4, Johnstown 3, Pace 1 and Dunboyne 4. Unpublished Report for  
 Archaeological Consultancy Services Ltd. 
Grogan, E. and Roche, H. 2008 The prehistoric pottery from the M3 Clonee − North of Kells, Co. Meath. Raynestown 1, Co.  
 Meath (A017/016, E3038). Unpublished Report for Archaeological Consultancy Services Ltd. 
 
 

CATALOGUE 
 

The excavation number E3100 is omitted throughout: only the context number, in bold, followed by the find number is 
included (e.g. 31:4). The thickness refers to an average dimension; where relevant a thickness range is indicated. Vessel 
numbers have been allocated to pottery where some estimation of the form of the pot is possible, or where the detailed 
evidence of featured sherds (e.g. rims, shoulders), decoration or fabric indicates separate pots. The inclusions were examined 
using simple magnification and in some cases attribution reflects probable, rather than certain, identification. 

 
 

Late Bronze Age 
F31 
Bodysherd 31:1 (plus 3 fragments: 31:2�4) is of compact, well-fired, grey-brown fabric with a dark grey core 
and a light buff inner surface. The curvature suggests this is from a small to medium sized vessel. There is a low 
to medium content of dolerite inclusions (≤ 2 x 1mm, up to 6.3 x 4mm). Weight: 18g; body thickness: 11.24mm. 
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APPENDIX 5: Radiocarbon Dates 

 
Context Sample  

 
Material Species 

Id/ 
Weight 

Lab Lab Code Date 
Type 

1 
Sigma 
Date 

2 Sigma 
Date 95% 
prob 

Oxcal 
Date 

BP Date 13C/
12C  

10 1 Charcoal Hazel 
(204mg) 

Beta 237585 AMS 
(Std) 

BC 
400-
370 

BC 410-
360, BC 
290-240 

BC 414-
206 

2300±40 -25.5 

 



Macetown 1, A023/008                        M3 Clonee–North of Kells Motorway Scheme 
 

1 

APPENDIX 6 Environmental Report: Archaeological Services, University of Durham 
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1. Summary 
The project 

1.1 An excavation was undertaken by Archaeological Consultancy Services Ltd at 
Macetown 1, Co Meath, Ireland.  This report presents the results of 
environmental analysis of fills of three pits. 

 
Results 

1.2 A charred barley grain was present in the flot of context (31).  Charcoal 
occurred in varying quantities in all of the contexts and included hazel, ash, 
oak, alder, elm, blackthorn, willow/poplar and Maloideae (apple, pear, 
whitebeams and hawthorns).   
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2.  Project background 
Location and background 

2.1 An excavation was undertaken by Archaeological Consultancy Services Ltd at 
Macetown 1, Co Meath, Ireland.  The site included two U-shaped post-
medieval boundary ditches, a post-medieval stone drain, three shallow features 
containing cremated bone and five small pits containing various levels of 
charcoal inclusions.  This report presents the results of environmental analysis 
of fills of three pits.  

 
Objective 

2.2 The objective was to analyse the charcoal from the site, and identify material 
suitable for radiocarbon dating. 

  
Dates 

2.3 Samples were received by Archaeological Services Durham University on 31st 
August 2007.  Analysis and report preparation was conducted October 2007 - 
March 2008.  

 
Personnel 

2.4 Sample processing was undertaken by Archaeological Consultancy Services 
Ltd.  Charcoal identifications and report preparation was carried out by Dr 
Charlotte O’Brien.  Bone fragments were examined by Dr Anwen Caffell.  Mr 
Lorne Elliott assisted with the sorting of residues. 

 
Archive 

2.5 The licence number is A023/008 (E3100).  The flots, charcoal samples and 
residues are currently at the Environmental Laboratory at Archaeological 
Services Durham University awaiting collection or return. 

 
 
3. Methods 
3.1 The residues were examined for plant remains, shells, bones, pottery sherds 

and metalworking debris.  The dry flots were scanned at up to x60 
magnification using a Leica MZ6 stereomicroscope for charred and 
waterlogged plant remains.  Identification of these was undertaken by 
comparison with modern reference material held in the Environmental 
Laboratory at Archaeological Services Durham University.  Plant taxonomic 
nomenclature follows Stace (1997). 

 
3.2 Charcoal was collected from the residues and flots and added to pre-sorted 

material.  Following Boardman (1995), identifications were made on all 
fragments >4mm.  The transverse, radial and tangential sections were 
examined at up to x600 magnification using a Leica DMLM microscope.  
Identifications were assisted by the descriptions of Hather (2000), and modern 
reference material held in the Environmental Laboratory at Archaeological 
Services Durham University.  The different species were weighed separately.  
A single entity of hazel charcoal, weighing 204mg, was selected from context 
10 for radiocarbon dating. 
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4. Results 
4.1 The residues comprised charcoal and burnt, cracked stones.  A small amount 

of calcined bone was present in context (10).  The only charred plant 
macrofossil was a barley grain in context (31).  Waterlogged seeds were 
absent. 

 
4.2 Charcoal occurred in varying quantities in all of the contexts.  Hazel and 

Maloideae (apple, pear, whitebeams and hawthorns) were the dominant taxa in 
contexts (10) and (24), while ash and alder were abundant in context (31).  A 
small amount of elm was present in contexts (10) and (31), and blackthorn was 
recorded in context (10).  The results of the environmental analysis are 
presented in Table 4.1.  The proportions of identified charcoal species are 
presented in Figure 4.1. 

 
Table 4.1: Plant macrofossils and charcoal from Macetown 1 

 
Sample 1 4 6 
Context 10 24 31 
Fill type Pit Pit Pit 
Residue weight (g) 2076 1035 1209 
Flot weight (g) 2 - 6 
Flot volume (ml) 2 - 7 
Residue contents (relative abundance)    
  Bone (calcined)  - - 
  Charcoal     
  Large angular/cracked stones 3 2 2 
Charcoal (g)    
  Total charcoal 4.372 14.839 2.419 
  Number of charcoal fragments identified 31 61 23 
  Alnus glutinosa (Alder) - 0.092 0.156 
  Alnus / Corylus (Alder or hazel) 0.059 0.604 0.184 
  Corylus avellana (Hazel) 0.658 0.309 - 
  Fraxinus excelsior (Ash) 0.026 - 0.139 
  Maloideae 0.732 2.407 - 
  Prunus spinosa (Blackthorn) 0.170 - - 
  Ulmus sp (Elm) 0.072 - 0.087 
  Diffuse-porous undifferentiated - 0.292 0.018 
  Ring-porous undifferentiated - - 0.157 
  Unidentified >4mm fraction - 0.142 0.232 
  Unidentified <4mm fraction 2.655 10.993 1.446 
Flot matrix (relative abundance)    
  Charcoal  - -  
  Modern roots 1 - - 
Charred remains (total counts) - -  
  (c) Hordeum sp (Barley undifferentiated) - - 1 

   (c: cultivated plant)  
Relative abundance is based on a scale from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) 

 
 

5. Discussion 
5.1 The analysis provides little information about the diet, economic or 

agricultural practices at the site, other than that barley appears to have been 
used, either for human or animal consumption.  The small amount of bone in 
context (10) was white, implying it had been burnt at a high temperature of c. 
600ºC or more (McKinley 2004).  Due to their small size no positive 
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identification could be made, and it could not be determined whether the bone 
was human or animal. 
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Context 31 (total charcoal 2g)
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Figure 4.1: Proportions of identified charcoal from Macetown 1 

Context 24 (total charcoal 15g)

Maloideae
66%

Alder
2%

Diffuse porous 
undiff

8% Alder/hazel
16%

Hazel
8%



Macetown 1, M3 Motorway Project: environmental analysis; Report 1750, March 2008 

Archaeological Services Durham University  5

5.2 The charcoal assemblages in contexts (10) and (24) are similar to each other, 
with Maloideae and hazel being the dominant taxa.  Lesser proportions of ash, 
blackthorn and elm are present in context (10), and alder was identified in 
context (24).   

 
5.3 The presence of Maloideae, hazel and blackthorn may indicate that the local 

landscape was dominated by scrub woodland.  Ash and elm would have 
formed a high canopy of mixed deciduous woodland; the latter particularly 
favouring the limestone, base-rich soils, central Ireland (Preston et al 2002).  
Alder would have grown on areas of damp ground, either forming a carr or as 
individual stands.   

 
5.4 The predominance of Maloideae and hazel may also indicate that these taxa 

were deliberately targeted for fuel or building materials.  The excavators 
recorded cremated bone in some of the pits, which may indicate that the 
charcoal relates to funerary practices.  Recent studies of Bronze Age 
cremation sites in central and western Ireland, showed that Maloideae was 
often recorded, which it was suggested may have been used on the pyre for 
aromatic purposes (Grogan et al 2007).  However, oak was found to be the 
main timber used for human cremations, and its absence from Macetown 1 
may indicate that the pits had an alternative function, for example as roasting 
pits. 

 
5.5 The charcoal assemblage in context (31) differs from the other two contexts in 

having higher proportions of alder, ash and elm and an absence of Maloideae.  
This difference may, however, be a product of the small size of this sample 
(total charcoal 2g).   

 
5.6 There are insufficient charcoal fragments to undertake a study of whether 

woodland management was undertaken at the site, but it is feasible that some 
or all of the above taxa were coppiced in order to maintain a supply of wood 
for fuel or construction. 
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