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Excavation of a Stone Circle and Cairn 
at Kealkil, Co. Cork.

B y S E Á N  P. Ó R ÍO R D Á IN .
The excavation1 of a small stone circle and a cairn, also of small size, 

a t Kealkil, Co. Cork, in the spring of 1938, though disappointing in the 
“ finds,” yielded interesting results in the structural details revealed.

The site of the excavation is situate on the hillside overlooking Kealkil, 
between the 400' and 500' contours and is to be found on the 6" Ordnance 
Sheet, Cork, No. 106 (10.4 cms. E. and 10.2 cms. S. of top left-hand corner 
of sheet). The site, on a shoulder of the Maughanaclea Hills, commands an 
excellent view of the valley in which lies the village of Kealkil and of the 
surrounding hills, while Bantry Bay may be seen to the westward.

The group of remains excavated consists of a stone circle, two outlying 
monoliths, one of which had broken and was lying on the ground, and a 
cairn. The circle, about 8 feet in diameter, is composed of five free-standing 
stones which we have called A, B, D, E, and F there being a comparatively 
low subsidiary stone (C) beside B and acting as part of the supporting 
packing for it.

The dimensions of these stones are as follows—(“ height ” means height 
from ground level) :—

A : height 4' 0” ; length 5' 6" ; thickness 9"
B : height 3' 4 '' ; breadth 3' 0" ; thickness 1' 6”
C : height 11" ; breadth 1' 6" thickness 5"
D : height 3' 0" ; breadth 2' 5" ; thickness 11"
E  : height 3' 2" ; breadth 2' 6" ; thickness 1' 6"
F  : height 3' 5" ; breadth 2' 5" ; thickness 1' 3"

I t  will be noticed that, while each of the stones tends to be broad in 
comparison to its thickness and that the long dimension lies along the 
circumference of the circle formed by the stones, only one (A) shows this 
feature to a marked extent, and this stone provides another example of the 
“ recumbent ” stones characteristic of many of the West Cork stone circles.*

1 The excavation was carried out under the Government’s Special Em ploym ent Schemes. Six men were employed for about four weeks. The work was under the direction of the author, who had the assistance of Mr. J . K iely as foreman. The preliminary survey was done by Mr. M. J. O’K elly and Mr. P. H artnett. Permission to  excavate was willingly given by  the landowner, Mr. Eugene O’N eill. Sincere thanks for assistance and hospitality are due to  Rev. T. J . W alsh (then C.C. at Kealkil). Tackle for the raising of the large stone was kindly loaned to us by Messrs. O’Sullivan Bros., Builders, Bantry ; Messrs. Warner Bros., Builders, B antry ; and Capt. Frank Hutchens, Reendesert, Bantry.
’ The fine stone circle w ith recumbent stone a t Drombeg, near Glandore, Co. Cork, is described by the late Admiral Boyle Somerville, in j .  C. H . A . S ., X V  (1909), 105. Further notes on this circle, w ith descriptions of other circles containing recumbent stones are given by the same author in J . O. H . A . S . X X X V  (1930), 70. Other exam ples in the Barony of E ast Muskerry have been brought to  m y notice by  Mr. P . H artnett, who proposes to  publish the antiquities of that area. Other recumbent circles, also in Co. Cork, are figured by Borlase, Dolmens of Ireland, II ., 420.
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UACJAVATIOJM AT K E A L K IL , CO. CORK 4 7
Excavation showed that the stones of the circle were not deeply sunk 

in the soil and were packed a t the base with small stones (shown on plan). 
Two shallow trenches, dug into the yellow clay subsoil, were the most 
interesting feature revealed. These intersected at right angles near the centre. 
Each trench was about 8 feet long and the depth varied from 1 foot to 
4 inches. These trenches were filled with dark humified soil and had 
evidently served to contain two wooden beams which, we may suppose, 
served to support an upright post a t the point where they crossed. While 
not wishing to enter into the vexed question of orientation, it is, perhaps, 
worth noting that a line joining the middle of the recumbent stone and the 
point of junction of the trenches would pass midway through the space 
between stones D and E, and such a line would lie almost exactly true 
north and south. As a further speculation, one may point out that a 
line a t right-angles to this one from the point where it crosses the 
northern edge of the recumbent would lie along the edge of that stone 
and would touch the edge of the large outlier in its original position, 
thus giving a sighting on the east.

As already mentioned, this large outlier was found by us fallen to the 
north-west, evidently having been broken off, because of its great height, 
by the south-east wind. The part lying on the ground was 16' 5 "  in length, 
greatest breadth 2 ' 9", thickness 1', while the part still in the ground had 
a length of 3' 5" of which 1' projected over the surface of the ground. The 
total height of this stone was therefore originally 19' 10" of which only 
2' 5" were sunk in the ground. The handling of a stone of this size is a 
matter of some considerable difficulty and its erection increases our respect 
for the prehistoric builders of the monument. In the course of the 
excavation we decided to replace the prostrate stone in its original socket 
and in the carrying out of this operation we came to realise the difficulty 
of raising such a stone, even though almost 3 |  feet shorter than that dealt 
with by the ancient builders and, also, although we had the advantage of 
the use of pulleys and tackle, presumably not available in its original erection. 
The second and more remarkable feature was the nature of the socket in 
which the stone had been set. When we removed the stump of the stone 
from the ground we found that the hole in which it fitted was only very 
slightly larger than the stone, and no ramp made by the sliding down of 
the stone was evident. I t  was, therefore, clear that the stone must have 
been raised in the first instance by means of trestles or some such device 
to such a height that its erection consisted of the lowering of the stone into 
the socket rather than its being levered up to the vertical. By this method— 
the raising of the stone and then its being lowered a t one end into the hole 
by the removal of support—it was possible to place it in position without 
breaking down the side of the socket in the clay. Packing stones were 
placed around the foot of the stone but only on the ground surface, the 
main support for the stone being its close fitting in the hole cut in the clay. 
When re-erected by us the height of the stone overground was 11' 10".

The second outlier had a height of 7 ' 8" but was much broader (5' 4") 
than the first, and was 1' thick. It, also, had been erected in a hole only 
slightly larger than itself, packing stones being used near the top of the
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hole only. The stone sloped to the south-east but, as it appeared tha t this 
was not an original feature but due to the slip of the stone, we pulled it 
back into a vertical position.

The cairn, which had an external diameter of about 26 feet, was of a 
type unusual in this country.® The centre area, diameter 9 feet, was hollow, 
being only very lightly covered by stones. The monument, therefore, 
consisted essentially of a ring or bank of stones varying from 1 | to 3 feet 
in height, and may thus be described as a “ ring-cairn,” a type which is 
well-known in Scotland.4

Excavation did not reveal any burial, but again, a structural feature 
of interest came to light. This was a series of low standing stones or sockets 
for such, which were in the main placed radially under the cairn material. 
Of the stones which remained in position two (c and d) projected above 
the material of the cairn. The stump of another stone (h) was in its 
socket, the upper portion having obviously been broken off. The cross- 
section of this stone, as well as the plan of a number of the sockets which 
were found empty were round or irregular in outline, but where the stones 
were oblong in cross-section or where the outlines of the sockets with their 
packings of small stones were such as to be recognisably intended for stones 
of rectangular cross-section the long axis always radiated from the centre 
of the cairn.

There was a total of eighteen stones forming this circle under the ring- 
caim. The average distance between them was 3 ' 3” (greatest distance 4', 
least 2 ' 2"). On the western side of the cairn were two large stones 
lying on the ground surface under the cairn and between these was an 
arc of small stones reminiscent of similar features frequently found under 
cairns and tumuli.®

After the excavation of the cairn we re-set stones in the sockets 
discovered and replaced the cairn material so that the tops of the 
uprights appeared above it.

The only “ finds ” yielded by the excavation were three fragments of 
scallop shell (pacten maximus) one of which, by accident or design, was 
of triangular shape as if intended for an arrow-head. These fragments 
were found in the south-west quadrant of the cairn about one foot under 
the surface of the stones. The nearest point of Bantry Bay from which the 
scallop shells might have come is four miles distant from the excavation

* A  description and illustration of the circle and outliers are given by  Borlase, Dolmens of Ireland, II ., 239. Borlase says : “ Tw enty-seven feet S .E . of the circle were the remains of two long stone graves or cists which had been apparently covered by a cairn.” This description would suggest that the cairn was originally of normal type and that its  “ ring-caim ” appearance is due to  destruction for the purpose of uncovering the graves, and this would largely negative suggestions here given as to the affinities of the monum ent. However, there is a possibility that Borlase was wrong. There certainly does not seem to  be room in the central hollow for two long cists and  the stones he saw m ay not have belonged to  such. Further, the unusual circle of radially placed stones discovered under the cairn suggest that w e are correct in  supposing the monum ent to  have been a  ring cairn.
* Childe, Prehistory of Scotland, 173.
* e.g. a t Curraghbinny, Co. Cork, J .  C. H . A . S ., X X X V III  (1933), 81, cf Childe : Prehistory of Scotland, 109. Also at Cush, Co. Limerick—excavation report in press.
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EXCAVATION AT K E A L K IL , CO. CORK 4 9
site, That further finds were not forthcoming is not surprising, since stone 
circles are, with some notable exceptions, notoriously unproductive of finds 
and, though one might have hoped that the cairn would have produced 
more, bunals under it or in the central hollow might have been unprotected 
and unaccompanied by grave goods and would have disintegrated under action of the soil acids.

The group is an interesting one and one must regret that dating evidence 
was not forthcoming. The closest parallels are those stone circles with 
recumbent stone of which over seventy are to be found in North-East Scotland.8

The circles themselves are much larger and of more irregular 
construction7 than the Kealkil example. But it is noteworthy that the 
associated caim in Scotland is also of the ring-caim type. I t  is placed in 
the centre of the monument, not beside the circle. The occurrence of 
recumbent stone circle and ring cairn in West Cork and North-East Scotland 
is suggestive in the matter of early sea-borne connections along the Atlantic 
route, though the precise significance of this connection requires further 
study. The Scottish circles of this type have, on the evidence of the pottery 
discovered a t “ Old Keig,” been ascribed to the “ Late Bronze Age 
invaders ” though it is clear that such monuments incorporate features 
certainly due to megalithic tradition.8 In the absence of evidence to the 
contrary, one is inclined to regard the Kealkil group as in part derived 
from the Scottish ones and to place its date as late as Early Iron Age times.

* Childe : Prehistory of Scotland, 173.
7 In this feature they  are more similar to the Co. Tyrone stone circles, e.g., Castledamph, J . B . S . A . I . ,  L X V III (1938), 106. See also V . J .  A ., II  (1939), 2.
•Childe, op. cit., 176. Early (megalithic) associations are attested by finds made in the large stone circle near Lough Gur during the course of the excavation which is in progress as we go to  press.
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