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During excavation of this ditch a significant amount of souterrain ware 
was recovered, along with evidence of cereal processing (charred grains 
and the upper stone of a rotary quern). Radiocarbon dates from the ditch 
have ranged from AD 780 to 968.

Excavation of the internal area revealed at least four houses of Early 
Christian date, and four structures that are interpreted as having been 
wood-built souterrains, another extremely rare type of archaeological 
site in Northern Ireland, only found in significant numbers in 
Co. Cork. A surviving timber from one of these was dated to AD 675±9 
years or later by means of dendrochronology (tree-ring dating). This 
tentatively dates the souterrain to the early part of the Early Christian 
period, coinciding with the begining of souterrain construction in Ireland.

Lying beneath the souterrain sediments as a series horizonal, 
possibly cut, timbers. Within the enclosure area a bronze ringed pin 
was found. This is similar to a number of pins from Dublin dating to 
the late 10th century AD.

Running east to west along the northern edge of the enclosure for a 
distance of at least 177m was one of the few examples of an Early 
Christian road ever excavated. This was 5m wide and metalled, 
bound by two ditches, and continued eastward into the next field.

STEEPLE ROAD, ANTRIM, CO. ANTRIM

NAC were contracted to produce an archaeological mitigation strategy and undertake a scheme of works for a proposed housing 
development at Steeple Road, Antrim. Monitored topsoil stripping revealed an extensive multi-period archaeological complex, 
including several Bronze Age ring-ditch cemeteries, Bronze Age circular houses and field boundaries, and Neolithic occupation areas.

Of the 26 areas of archaeological material uncovered, the largest and 
most complex was a ‘plectrum-shaped’ enclosure of Early Christian 
date. In many respects, this enclosure is identical in shape and internal
layout to the only one of this form known, from Newtown, Co. Limerick. 
The enclosing ditch at Antrim measured approximately 3m wide by 3m 
deep, and enclosed an area of c. 70m by 70m. The stratigraphy of the 
enclosing ditch suggested that an episode of destruction had occurred 
across the interior, indicated by a charcoal-rich layer of material, visible 
in most of the sections excavated through the ditch fill. This material 
lay directly beneath a layer of substantially-sized boulders which may 
be the remains of a collapsed, or slighted, bank facing. The ditch was 
crossed by a metalled entranceway in the south-west side.

It is possible that this is part of one of the five ‘Great Roads’ of early 
Ireland, the Slighe Miodhlauchra. This road ran from Glendalough, 
Co. Wicklow, to Dun Severick, on the Antrim coast, and passed through 
the major ecclesiastical site at Antrim. That this site should have been 
built on the very edge of this major route testifies to the importance of 
the enclosure and the status of its inhabitants.
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