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FRESHWATER ARCHAEOLOGY 

Rory McNeary of the Centre for 
Maritime Archaeology), University of 

Ulster, Coleraine, and Lorraine 

Bourke of the Northern Ireland 
Environment Agency outline the 
rationale behind the decision to 

expand their remit to include the 
freshwater environment. 

Northern Ireland has a significant 

freshwater environment and past 

investigations (for the most part 
dredgings) of riverine and lacustrine 
locations have resulted in the discovery of a 

range of archaeological structures, sites and 

artefactual remains. Indeed, some of the 

most iconic metalwork from Northern 

Ireland, including the La T?ne 'Bann disc', 

the logo of the Ulster Museum, has come 
from underwater environments. 

Over the past decades the NIEA has been 
involved in a number of investigations that 

illustrate the archaeological potential of 
freshwater environments. In 1991 part of a 

dugout canoe and two worked oak posts 
were recovered during dredging operations 
near Inch Abbey, Co. Down. The underwater 

excavation that followed was the first official 
licensed operation of its type carried out by 
the NIEA. Underwater detection on the part 
of the Irish Underwater Archaeological 
Research Team (IUART) recovered a further 

logboat and more structural timbers, later 

dated to the mid- to late sixteenth century 
AD. Artefacts recovered from the riverbed 

included a flat-stamped copper ingot, brass 

discs, and a nest of brass weights and pans 

from a pair of weighing scales. Although 

only a small number of worked timbers were 

recovered from the river, an analysis of 

cartographic and other sources prompted 
Claire Foley to suggest that these timbers 

may have been the remains of a sixteenth 

century bridge between Inch and 

Downpatrick. 
Also in the 1990s, the NIEA partly 

funded investigations, led by Cormac Bourke 
of the Ulster Museum, into spoil dredged 
from the River Blackwater. This project was 

the first systematic investigation of river 

spoil using metal detectors by both 

archaeologists and amateurs. Readers of 

Archaeology Ireland will be familiar with the 

important body of archaeological 
metalwork, including the Clonmore Shrine, 

recovered during this operation. 
The need to record and protect the 

underwater cultural heritage has long been 

an issue of international concern. As far back 

as 1956, UNESCO included underwater sites 
in their Recommendations on International 

Principles Applicable to Archaeological 
Excavations. The NIEA has the authority to 

protect the archaeological resource inherent 

in freshwater environments under the 

Historic Monuments and Archaeological 

Objects (Northern Ireland) Order 1995. In 

addition, Planning Policy Statement 6 (1999) 
aims to protect archaeological remains in situ 

and to oversee responsible development. To 

date, however, no coherent attempt has 

been made to collate existing records of 

archaeological material, sites and structures 

from freshwater environments in Northern 

Ireland, making it difficult for the NIEA to 

develop an appropriate and consistent 

protection strategy. 
A new research post, tasked with creating 

a baseline survey of the freshwater 

archaeology of Northern Ireland, has been 

set up by the NIEA in conjunction with the 
Centre for Maritime Archaeology (CMA). 
The post, which commenced in December 

2008, is hosted by the Environmental 
Sciences Research Institute (ESRI) at the 

University of Ulster, Coleraine. Until now, 

the work of the CMA has largely been 
restricted to the maritime zone. With the 

employment of a dedicated person for the 
freshwater environment, the Centre can 

now address freshwater inquiries, 
consultations and immediate threats to the 

archaeological resource. This initiative marks 

the first step in undertaking integrated 
management action to assess and protect the 

freshwater archaeological resource, thus 

enabling the NIEA to fulfil the commitments 
of its mission statement by protecting, 

conserving and promoting Northern 

Ireland's underwater cultural heritage. 
In the first phase, this research project 

will examine the archaeological potential of 
Northern Ireland's great rivers?the Bann, 

Foyle, Erne, Blackwater and Lagan, and their 

associated tributaries. An examination of the 

archaeological potential of Ulster's lacustrine 

environment will follow. 

The archaeology of rivers as a 

subdiscipline of underwater archaeology is 

well established, and recent publications 
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Opposite page?Sandelford on the Bann, an area of shallows 

with recognised archaeological potential (photograph courtesy 
of Ms Rosemary McConkey, CMA). 

Left?Cultural heritage features in relation to channelisation 

on the River Main, Co. Antrim (prepared by R. McNeary, CMA; 
source: OSNI and NIEA). 

Above?Andy Sides (Loughs Agency) and Rory McNeary 
(CMA) with recent logboat find at Strabane, Co. Tyrone (Feb. 

2009). 

from Europe reflect a growing recognition of 

its importance. The practical application of 

underwater archaeology in these freshwater 

environments is recognisably difficult?not 

so much the 'Big Blue' but rather, in the 

words of Hungarian underwater 

archaeologist Attila T?th, the 'Great Brown'. 

Nevertheless, these freshwater environments 

very often provide a more favourable 

preservation context than their saltwater 

counterparts and should not be neglected. 

During the desk-based phase of the 

project, existing artefact catalogues and SMR 

databases will be utilised, but it is expected 
that new archaeological sites, previously 
unrecorded artefacts and zones of 

archaeological potential will also be 

highlighted. Future fieldwork is planned in 

conjunction with the Centre for 

Archaeological Fieldwork (CAF), targeting 
classic riverine sites. This fieldwork will 

incorporate the skill-base of both 

organisations, utilising standard 

topographical and geophysical survey as well 
as underwater diver and geophysical 

prospection of the riverbed. It will also allow 

a review of established freshwater 

methodologies and facilitate their 

transference, through publication and 

outreach, to other underwater archaeologists 

working in research and in the private sector. 

The research will focus on core themes, 

such as riverine crossing points (fords, ferries 

and bridges); settlement (often at shallow 

crossing points, islands and river 

confluences); rivers as boundaries and 

defences; the utilisation of rivers for 

transport; and the conscious control of rivers 

for purposes of navigation, fishing, 

abstraction and power. Broader research 

questions associated with the wider river 

drainage basin or catchment will also be 

explored, for example the evolution of the 

rivers and their fluvial history in the light of 

past human interventions, such as 

channelisation, land drainage, damming 

and flood protection schemes. This latter 

study has the potential to indicate ancient 
river beds, or palaeochannels, and to identify 

where natural and/or modified channel 

activity may have either eroded 

archaeological material or preserved it. 

The archaeological information gathered 

from research and accompanying 

programmes of fieldwork will, in the first 

instance, be collated and presented in a GIS 

data set. This work will ultimately help the 
future preservation and conservation of 

riverine archaeological sites in Northern 

Ireland and outline fields for future 

multidisciplinary research. These studies will 

involve closer cooperation between 

underwater archaeology and other 

disciplines, such as hydrology, geology, 
sedimentology, geophysics, dendro 

chronology and geomorphology. 
For further information contact Rory 

McNeary (Research Associate in Freshwater 

Archaeology) at r.mcneary@ulster.ac.uk. 
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