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Prehistoric Grave Near Gowran
ELLEN PRENDERGAST

IN  the spring of 1960 a prehistoric grave was discovered by 
Mr. Thomas Mahony on his farm at Jeanville near 

Gowran. The exact location of the grave is in the townland 
of Grange Lower, on the Ordinance Survey six-inch sheet 
number 25, 32.5 cm. from West and 1.4 cm. from North— it 
is not marked on the map, of course, because there was 
nothing on the surface of the land to indicate its presence. 
While ploughing with a tractor and therefore making a 
deeper cutting than is usual with a horse-drawn plough, 
Mr. Mahony noticed that a large flagstone was causing an 
obstruction. The flagstone was lying flat in the centre of 
the field about 8 inches under the surface. He shifted it 
and found that it had covered a box-like compartment of 
stone containing burnt bones. Together with Mr. John 
Ryan, of Goresbridge, Mr. Mahony noted the construction 
of the grave and its contents, taking measurements and 
photographs. They reported the discovery to the National 
Museum authorities and some days later I inspected the site.

In the meantime, in spite of Mr. Mahony’s care, the 
grave was disturbed by curious visitors who were unaware 
of its significance. Therefore the illustration which accom
panies this account of the grave is measured from a recon
struction after the stones had been replaced in their original 
position. The sockets were still preserved and fortunately 
the finders had made careful observations.

The big flagstone which had covered the grave was a 
flat rectangular block of granite and measured 5 feet 8 
inches long by 2 feet 7 inches wide, averaging 7 inches thick. 
Its weight was estimated at a ton and a half. It appeared 
to have been trimmed on all surfaces. The cist-grave 
measured internally 2 feet 1 inch long by 1 foot 6 inches 
wide and the depth was 1 foot 6 inches (from  the top of the 
base slab to the mouth of the grave). It was formed of flat 
slabs fitted together to form a rectangular cavity with 
another flat flagstone on the bottom. Smaller stones were 
used as packing against the outside and some stones were
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used to level up the mouth of the cist so that the capstone 
rested firmly and sealed the cavity underneath.

Two kinds of stone were used— the capstone, west side- 
stone, north end-stone (broken across) and the bottom slab 
were of granite, all apparently dressed; all the others were 
of limestone. Limestone is the stone of the locality. Granite 
occurs about a mile to the east of Jeanville; glacial drift 
might account for its being available to the builders of the 
cist.

The orientation of the structure on its length was North
East and South-West. A  pile of cremated bones mixed with 
flecks of charcoal lay towards the northern end of the grave. 
Judging by their bulk it is estimated that they represent one 
adult and they do not seem to have been subjected to very 
intense heat since the fragments were not minute. Nothing 
else was found with the burial.

COMMENT
Graves of the Grange Lower type are widespread 

throughout the country and most of them have been dis
covered under similar circumstances. Sometimes they are 
grouped as in a modern cemetery, sometimes they occur 
singly and in isolation as does our present example. 
Structurally, there is very little variation in the type; the 
only unusual feature of the Jeanville grave is the capstone 
which extends far beyond the limits of the stone cavity.

In this case the burial was cremated before the bones 
were deposited in the cist. Frequently the burials were 
cremated but in many other instances the body was laid in 
the grave in a crouched position without having been 
cremated. There are instances where both types of burial 
are found together in the same cist. Sometimes pottery 
vessels called Foodvessels may also be put into the grave 
with the burial; the one constant factor is the type of grave. 
That is the reason why all these small cist burials are 
believed to have been burials of the Foodvessel People who 
flourished in Ireland in the Bronze Age, from  about 2000 
B.C. down to sometime after 1000 B.C.

On Freestone Hill, not far away from Jeanville, a group 
of several small roughly-built cists was excavated by Dr. G.
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Bersu some years ago. Twelve cremations were found in 
those cists and in three instances a Foodvessel had been 
deposited in the grave. Recently another group of such 
cists was found in a sandpit at Coolmore, near Knocktopher; 
each cist contained a cremation and in one of the cists was 
Foodvessel pottery as well. An example of a single isolated 
cist containing a cremation is that at Slieverue described in 
this journal for last year. These are just some examples 
of similar burials in this country.


