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Introduction 
Excavations on the outskirts of Athboy town revealed a previously 
unknown cemetery dating from the cusp of the medieval and 
post-medieval periods. The excavation was undertaken for Meath 
County Council as part of the Meath Bundled Wastewater Scheme, 
which involves the upgrade of services and the construction of 
new wastewater treatment plants in eight locations across the 
county. The site was uncovered in September 2008 during 
construction works on an access road to the treatment plant 
directly west of the Athboy to Trim road (R154), approximately 
600m south of the town's main street (NGR 272145, 263875). 
Excavations were confined to an esker ridge (76m OD) that fell 
sharply from east to west as it approached a bog margin (64m OD). 
Archaeological monitoring of the removal of the bog material in 
March 2008 indicated a maximum depth of 5m closest to the 
Athboy River (c. 150m west of the site). 

A small number of pits were encountered dating from the cusp 
of the later Neolithic and the early Bronze Age (2880-2750 cal. ВС; 
all dates are listed in 2-sigma format). The major archaeological 
features, however, dated from the twelfth century on, providing 
evidence of quarrying and agricultural activity. The remains of 
nine individuals were also uncovered, which, with one exception, 
dated from between AD 1440 and 1660. A number of nineteenth- 
century features, mainly ditches and gullies, were also recorded. 

Top: PI. 1 - Burials 3 and 4 during excavation. 
Above: Fig. 1 - Site location. 
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UNMARKED CEMETERY 

The excavation 
A cluster of three pits and a burnt deposit, 
thought to be prehistoric in date, were 
recorded, but only the burnt deposit could 
be dated (to 2880-2750 cal. ВС). A fine 
scraper was also recovered within this 
deposit, which, although not particularly 
diagnostic, was identified as most likely 
Neolithic by Dermot Moore. The features 
were exposed 'hugging' the west-facing slope 
of the esker as it descended into the bog 
margin and probably represent a transitory 
use of the site, possibly a temporary 
encampment exploiting the resources of the 
bog. 

A range of features were exposed dating 
from the later medieval period, specifically 
the twelfth to thirteenth centuries. These 
represent light industrial and agricultural 
activity, most likely associated with the 
growth of the adjacent town. The first 
mention of a borough for Athboy dates from 
1337-8, although it is likely that the town 
was incorporated in the thirteenth century. 
The area surrounding the town was probably 
granted to William de Muset by Hugh de 
Lacy, as part of the barony of Lune, as early 
as the 1170s. The earliest medieval feature 
was a large gravel extraction pit, presumably 
quarried to provide building materials for 
construction in the adjacent town. The pit 
was 18m in diameter and was used as an 'ad 
hoc' oat-drying kiln after the initial 

extraction. In addition to oats, a food staple 
of the time, the remains of hazel, oak, crab- 
apple and willow were also found. Burnt 
deposits from the piťs base returned a date of 
cal. AD 1050-1270, but a number of 
thirteenth-century pottery sherds, 75 in 
total, and a class 9 club-headed stick-pin 
indicate that the pit most likely dates from 
the later twelfth or thirteenth century. With 
the exception of a single sherd of Leirjster 
cooking ware, the medieval assemblage was 
made up of Dublin-type pottery. Faunal 
remains included cattle, sheep/goat, horse 
and dog. 

A medieval boundary ditch, 2.5m wide 
and 1.1m deep, again dating from the later 
twelfth or thirteenth century, was also 
recorded. This divided the bog on the west of 
the site from the arable land on the gravel 
esker to the east and appears to have 
remained in use for some time. A range of 
thirteenth-century Dublin-type pottery, 
including a complete strap handle 
(08E0865:59:l-3), was recovered from the 
fills. The ditch also contained a quantity of 
cattle, horse, pig and sheep/goat bone, as 
well as grains of elder, oat, wheat, tufted 
vetch, barley, spelt wheat, goosefoot, dock 
and bramble. The elder, a plant that thrives 
in waterlogged soils, probably indicates the 
tree cover of the bog in this period. 

Five boundary or drainage ditches and a 
number of furrows dating mainly from the 

nineteenth century were also exposed. These 
included three ditches that represent a single 
field boundary, as shown on the first-edition 
Ordnance Survey Map of 1837. This was 
probably removed by the construction of the 
adjacent railway line in 1865. The other 
ditches marked the eastern and western 
limits of the site. Collectively these features 
contained clay pipe stems and nineteenth- 
century pottery as well as some residual 
medieval pottery. 

The cemetery 
Nine burials were recorded from the site: five 
adults, one adolescent and three juveniles. A 
further 29 bags of disarticulated bone were 
recovered, mainly through sieving of the 
topsoil. It is noteworthy that only two 
disarticulated bones were recovered that 
could possibly be from infants, which were 
otherwise absent from the site. Considering 
the excellent bone preservation, an estimate 
that infants should account for up to 50% of 
the cemetery population would be 
appropriate. With the exception of burial 9, 
all the burials dated from the later medieval 
or early post-medieval period, with a date 
range of AD 1440-1660. Burial 9 dated from 
cal. AD 1310-1449. 

Of the adult burials, two were male and 
three were female. Stature averaged 169.4cm 
(5ft 7in.) for males and 163.4cm (5ft 4in.) for 
females, well within the average ranges for 
this period. Burial was usually undertaken in 
a Christian fashion, with heads to the west 
and feet to the east; exceptions to this were 
burial 1, a juvenile aged 6-8 years, and burial 
2, a young adult male. All the burials were in 
a supine extended position, with the hands 
in or around the pelvis, which suggests that 
the bodies were wrapped in shrouds. The 
only exception to this was burial 2, which 
was extended and prone (face down). While 
prone burials are often seen as a mark of 
disrespect to the individual, it is possible that 
if a winding-sheet was used to wrap the body 
(which the position of the legs and hands 
suggests) it may have mistakenly been placed 
in the grave in the wrong position. 

Left: Fig. 2 - Site plan, showing the 
location of the burials. 

Right: PI. 2 - Endocranial lesions on the 
frontal bone of burial 9. 
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Osteological analysis identified nothing that 
would account for the different treatment of 
this individual. The burials were contained 
within well-ordered and deeply cut graves in 
three broad groups of three, three and two. 
The ordering of the burials indicates that the 
position of other graves was known, or 
possibly marked, while the cemetery was in 
use. No archaeological evidence for markers 
was encountered, but truncation was 
observed in only one instance - that of 
burial 9 by burial 3. In this instance burial 9 
was earlier in date (cal. AD 1310-1449) and 
may not have still been marked when burial 
3 was interred. 

Indications of nutritional stress and poor 
dietary conditions over long periods were 
common in this group and high in 
comparison to other sites. This reflects the 
enormous poverty that existed in Ireland 
during the medieval and post-medieval 
periods. Four individuals displayed evidence 
for changes associated with both healed and 
active cribra orbitalia. This is described as 
lesions involving the outer table of the 
orbital region of the frontal bone and is 
usually attributed to iron-deficiency 
anaemia, but it may be caused by a number 
of other dietary and non-dietary factors (low 
birth weight, parasitic infection and genetic 
predisposition). As all lesions were both 
active and healing at the time of death, it is 
possible that the individuals were subject to 
a number of bouts of anaemia throughout 
their lifetime. 

In general this group suffered from poor 
dental health, particularly caries and 
calculus. The high frequency of dental caries 
is related to high levels of refined sugars and 
carbohydrates (in the form of refined flour) 
introduced into the diet in the later medieval 
to post-medieval period in Ireland. The 
consumption of gruel or porridge (clearly 
indicated by the oat-drying kiln) can be 
conducive to the development of the 
condition. Levels of enamel hypoplasia from 
this site were also high and may be linked to 
periods of stress during childhood. All six of 
the individuals with teeth available for 
analysis showed at least indicated episodes of 
hypoplasia, suggesting numerous periods of 
nutritional or metabolic stress during 
childhood. 

Degenerative joint disease (DJD) is the 
most commonly occurring pathology visible 
in archaeological assemblages. It is a non- 

inflammatory disease involving the 
degeneration of the articular cartilage of 
various joints. It is strongly related to aging 
but can also indicate a response to stresses at 
the joint resulting from occupational activity 
or trauma. Four of the five adult 
inhumations and two juveniles showed signs 
of DJD on the vertebrae. Notably, 
degenerative changes to the vertebrae were 
consistently mild in the young adults, 
increasing in severity through the older age 
categories. The young age at which the 
Athboy skeletons exhibited signs of DJD and 
the enthesopathies seen on burials 4 and 9 
indicate that this group of individuals were 
subject to excessive stresses on muscles and 
joints. 

Pathological lesions were present on the 
inner surface of the frontal bone of burial 9. 
A large number of conditions, such as 
meningitis, ТВ, syphilis, tumours, subdural 
haematomas and vitamin deficiencies, can 
bring about endocranial lesions. The nature 
and location of the lesions on this 
individual, however, suggest a possible case 
of hyperostosis frontalis interna. This 
condition is characterised by thickening of 

the frontal bone and can be associated with 
Morgani-Stewart-Morel syndrome 
(associated with virilism, hirsutism, obesity 
and behavioural disorders) or with hormonal 
disturbances, anomalous glucose regulation, 
arterial hypertension, obesity and genetic 
factors. Considering the possibility of 
physical disabilities, abnormal appearance 
and behavioural disorders associated with 
the various lesions seen on the bones of 
burial 9, it is possible that this individual was 
deliberately treated differently in terms of 
burial rite. 

Unmarked cemeteries: a discussion 
No records could be found for the existence 
of either a church or a graveyard at the site. 
It has been suggested that church legislation 
insisted on burial in consecrated ground 
after the eighth century. Where burial 
outside church grounds is undertaken after 
this date, the individuals are frequently 
described as 'unfortunates' such as suicides, 
soldiers, plague victims or criminals. There is 
no indication, however, in the osteological 
or archaeological evidence from Athboy that 
these people were such a subset of the 
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Iffernock, outside Trim Town in Meath, 
contained 31 burials aligned carefully in four 
well-ordered rows, all extended and 
positioned east to west. Unfortunately these 
have been only tentatively dated by the high 
levels of dental caries, which indicate that 
they are early post-medieval or later in date 
(Delaney and O'Hara 2009). In Limerick ten 
individuals thought to date from between the 
fifteenth and seventeenth centuries were 
excavated at Stradbally North in 2003 (Coyne 
and Lynch 2003). Although the burial 
practice appears to have been rushed, with 
burials placed into tightly fitting grave-cuts, 
all the burials were formally treated and 
extended. Shrouding was again observed, 
while one individual was wrapped in a tight 
winding-sheet. Finally, a site in County 
Longford, Mullagh 2, contained 56 burials 
(eighteen juveniles and 38 adults). Like 
Athboy, this site had no association with any 
church and dated from the medieval and 
post-medieval periods, with evidence for 
agricultural activity such as cereal-drying 
kilns and a large boundary ditch. Again all 
the burials were laid out formally, generally 
aligned east-west and shrouded on occasions 
(Stephens 2010). 

It seems apparent that Athboy is not 
alone at this period in having burial outside 
the 'churchyard'. It also seems evident that 
these burials were treated with a level of 
respect and care that would indicate that they 
were not considered as 'unfortunates'. In 
general, they were shrouded and carefully 
buried in line with the Christian tradition of 
east-west orientation. Certainly during this 
period plague victims, unbaptised children, 
suicides and criminals were frequently buried 
in unconsecrated ground, but was this also 
the case on occasion for ordinary people? Is it 
possible that burial practice in these cases 
may have been influenced more by cultural 
or social motivations? For instance, is it 
possible that the individuals in Athboy were 
not afforded an 'orthodox' burial because 
their families could not afford it? Considering 
the enormous poverty that existed in Ireland 
at the time this seems quite plausible. In 
short, it may be time to reconsider our 
thinking on burial practice of this period in 
unconsecrated ground. Certainly, labels of 
'unfortunates' should only be given where 
the osteological and archaeological evidence 
is sufficient to support them. ■ 

population. Likewise, while there are 
indications of dietary deficiencies, poverty 
and physical trauma, these are mostly typical 
of assemblages of this period and show no 
specific evidence of plague or famine. The 
burials also appear to have been carefully laid 
out and probably marked. The radiocarbon 
dates, ranging across 220 years (cal. AD 
1440-1660), suggest that the demarcation 
may have been maintained for some time. 
The only case of burial truncation, that of 
burial 9, appears to be accidental, arising 
from an earlier phase of burial in the high 
medieval period. 

Few comparable sites of this period 
outside church grounds have been excavated 
and fully dated. Excavations by Ellie Larson 
in Garadice, Co. Meath, revealed four burials 
of a similar date to Athboy (cal. AD 
1460-1640). As at Athboy, these were 
formally laid out and again exhibited 
evidence of shrouding. A second site, 
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