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Charred plant remains from Ballybrowney, Co. Cork (A014/005)) 
By Penny Johnston 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
1.1 This report details the analysis of charred seeds and plant remains from 

samples taken during test excavation at Ballybrowney, Co. Cork. The 
samples that produced charred plant remains were taken from a ditch fill 
and from a pit within the confines of Enclosure 4; in general the 
assemblage was limited and the material discussed here is only suitable 
for AMS radiocarbon dates.  

 
2. Methodology 
 
2.1 The samples were collected on site as bulk soil and were processed using a 

simple flotation method. Each sample was saturated in water to allow 
carbonised plant material to float; this “flot” (the floating material) was 
then poured into a stack of sieves and trapped in the sieve meshes (the 
smallest measured 250μm). When all the carbonised material was 
collected the flot was air-dried prior to storage in airtight plastic bags. The 
samples were scanned under low-powered magnification and the results 
are presented in Table 1 at the end of this report. Sorting and 
identification of the flots was carried out using a low-powered binocular 
microscope (magnification x10 to x40) and identified seeds were 
separated and stored in sealed glass phials. The table of identified seeds is 
presented at the end of this report (Table 2). The analysed charcoal pieces 
were each snapped by hand to reveal the anatomical features necessary 
for identification, which was carried out using a binocular microscope 
(magnification range up to x50). The low-level of magnification available 
meant that while it was possible to separate different wood types from 
each other (into ring and diffuse porous categories) it was not possible to 
identify non-oak species.  

 
3. Results 
 
3.1 Nine samples were sieved and scanned, of these only two contained the 

remains of charred plants; charcoal was found C.1 (S.7) and C.3 (S.8). 
Seeds were recovered from only one of these, C.1 (S.7). The remaining 
samples contained no charred material and therefore they could not be 
selected for radiocarbon dating. 

 
3.2 The cereals from C.1 were identified as grains of oat with one weed seed 

(probably from the common weed Sheep’s sorrel) also recovered. The 
sample was taken from a ditch fill that is thought to be the continuation of 
an enclosure previously partially excavated by Eamonn Cotter for ACS 
Ltd., and which produced radiocarbon dates from both the Iron Age and 
the medieval period. Oats are found in Irish prehistoric deposits, but they 
are relatively rare and in these contexts the grains are usually interpreted 
as crop weeds and by-products of crop processing. Cultivated oats are 
usually considered an early medieval innovation, although in some areas 
their cultivation may have begun in very late prehistory and, as the 
cultivar cannot be distinguished from wild varieties without attached chaff 
(which is rarely found) it is difficult to pin down exactly when they were 
introduced as a crop in Ireland. Because there were seven grains of oats in 
this sample, and no other cereal grains, it is possible that this sample 
represents a portion of a burnt crop and they may therefore be waste from 



medieval activity in the vicinity of the site. Oats were also found in 
sections of the ditch that were excavated previously (E. Cotter pers. 
comm.) and they are often the predominant taxa recovered from early 
medieval settlement sites such as ringforts (for example see Monk et al. 
1998). 

 
3.3 Charcoal was found in both C.1 and C.3. The charcoal from C.1 in 

Enclosure 4 (the continuation of the Iron Age/medieval ditch) was very 
small and was not suitable for identification/radiocarbon dating. In C.3, 
the charcoal was taken from a pit within the confines of Enclosure 4. It 
was identified as both diffuse porous and ring porous wood types. The ring 
porous wood was not clearly identifiable, and therefore it is unlikely to be 
oak, since oak is generally identifiable even under low-level magnification. 
Despite the examination of several charcoal fragments from this sample, 
the pieces were small and there was only enough material for an AMS 
radiocarbon date.  

 
 
4. Non-Technical Summary 
 
4.1 This report examined the plant remains taken from a ringfort and a ditch 

excavated during testing at Ballybrowney, Co. Cork and from a pit within 
the confines of the enclosure. The ditch is thought to be a continuation of 
a partially excavated enclosure (Enclosure 4) that produced Iron Age and 
medieval dates. The samples from this excavated section produced oat 
grains, perhaps indicating medieval activity. Charcoal from a pit within the 
confines of the enclosure produced both ring porous and diffuse porous  

4.2 wood types. In general the charred material retrieved from the samples 
was very limited and AMS dating will be necessary as the material is not 
suitable for conventional radiocarbon dates. 
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Table 3: Preliminary examination of charcoal from samples taken at Ballybrowney, Co. Cork 
(A014/005) 

 

Context Sample 
Sample 
weight 

Sub-
sample 
weight Charcoal assessment Comments 

1 7 <1g  
Charcoal not suitable for id or 
dating 

Oat grains present may 
be suitable for AMS date 

3 8 3g <1g  

 
Diffuse porous 2 fragments (<1g) 
and Ring porous 8 fragments 
(<1g) AMS only 

 
 

Table 1: Sample register and sieving records from Ballybrowney, Co. Cork (A014/005) 
 

Context. 
No. 

Sample  
No. 

Sample 
Vol. Col. Desc. Col. No. Texture Comments 

F7 6 1000 Dark Yellowish Brown 10yr 4/4 Sandy Clay 
No plant remains 
recovered 

F1 4 1000 Dark Yellowish Brown 10yr 4/4 Sandy Clay 
No plant remains 
recovered 

3 5 900 Dark Yellowish Brown 10yr 4/4 Sandy Clay   

4 9 1500 Dark Yellowish Brown 10yr 4/4 Sandy Clay 
No plant remains 
recovered 

F1 3 1200 Dark Yellowish Brown 10yr 4/4 Sandy Clay 
No plant remains 
recovered 

F1 7 3000 Dark Yellowish Brown 10yr 4/4 Sandy Clay   

3 8 1000 Dark Yellowish Brown 10yr 4/4 Sandy Clay 
No plant remains 
recovered 

Table 2: Identified plant remains from Ballybrowney, Co. 
Cork (A014/005) 

 
 
Context 

 
1 

 
Sample  

 
7 

 
Oat grains  
(Avena spp.) 
 

 
7 

 
Probable Sheep’s sorrel  
(Rumex cf acetosella) 
 

 
1 


