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INTRODUCTION

In recent years archaeological excavations right across the country, especially on National
Roads Schemes such as the M7/ M8, N21 a&KK\V4, have uncovered an abundance of
evidence for charcoal production in tlearly and late medieval periodgiving us an
opportunity to exploreearlycharcoal production practices.

Thegoalof this experimental archaeological project is tather investigate early medieval
charcoa production activities by reconstructing and operating a charcoal productidglpit
The reconstructed pit isased on an early medieval charcoal productiorepitavatedby
9f f Sy Iwih IACHLtININ®BE tdwnland of Russagh, Goffalyon the N6 Kinnegad to
Athlone road schemésee below)

MAIN AIMS:

e To reconstruct, fire and control an early medieval charcoal production pit kiln

e To uncerstand more clearly thprocesgs and skills involved tnaditional charcoal
produdion.

e To analyse how productivat kilns wereby measuringhe fuel wood input versus
the charcoal outputboth in terms of volume and weight

e To produce oakharcoalfor use in a subsequent iron smelting experiment to be
carried out in the National Heritage Park, Ferrycarrig on thad 7" March (see
http:/smelt.seandalaiocht.cgm

e To test if charcoal making was possible in winter conditions or if it would have been
practiced at a different time of year.

e To return and excavate the pit at a later date in order to compare the remains with
excavated archaeological sites.

METHODOLOGY

Essentially we plan to dig a pit in the groumaesed on the sulbbectangular pit excavated at
Russaglisee below)We will then stack the pit with oak timbers, cover these with green
vegetation and soil and light it.

While this may seem straightforward, there is (apparently) some skill in the stacking of the
wood to allow a firing space as well as in ¢ofling air flow through the kiln throughout the
process.

This may prove tricky and the experintexould easily end up in tears and flames! However
fingers are crossed and hopefullywlll go well.


http://smelt.seandalaiocht.com/

TRADITIONAL CHARCOAL MAKING

In western countries such as Britain and indeed Ireland, charcoal was produced in traditional
earth kilns right up untiltie first half of the 28 century. There were two main types

traditional earth kilns the pit kiln (Fg. 1)and the mound kiln (Fi@). Excavated charcoal

kilns in Irelanchavegenerallybeenidentified asof the pit-type. This is largely due the

difficulty in identifying moundtypes whichwould leave little trace in the subsoil.

Fig. Trraditional pit kiln (Charcoal productiompit)
(Ilus. by Gavin Kenny)

Fig. 2Traditional mound kiln (Charcoal production mound)
(lllus. by Gavin Kenny)

Charcoal production using traditional methods continues in some parts of the world and is
known from historical sources amdhnographic accounts. Séelowfor someexamples.



Traditional charcoal production pits under construction in Madagascar




