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1. Summary 

This report describes the results of the fourth season of archaeological excavations 

(E4028, Consent No. C353; Metal detecting license R180) that were carried out within 

the southern precinct of Bective abbey, Bective, county Meath, in July 2012 under the 

direction of Dr Geraldine Stout. It was the third and final season to be funded by th Royal 

Irish Academy. The site is located in the townland of Bective (NGR 285890 E, 259930 

N) c.0.7km north-west of the village of Bective and c.6km north-east of the town of Trim, 

county Meath. Bective abbey is a National Monument (RMP ME 31:26). The objectives 

of the 2012 season of excavation were threefold; firstly to expose the interior of the 

‘monastic garden’ to determine the possible existence of a central water feature; 

secondly, to uncover more of the medieval ditch that was identified in 2010 in order to 

retrieve further environmental evidence and thirdly, to uncover further architectural 

remains of the original lay-brothers range and barn.  

Despite the very poor weather conditions experienced at Bective abbey in July 

2012, the excavation was highly productive thanks to our exceptional team of supervisors 

and volunteers. Excavations over four weeks revealed in Cutting R a set of spade dug 

furrows in the monastic garden. These were filled with kitchen waste and medieval 

pottery indicating evidence for medieval composting. Cutting Q revealed modern 

disturbance associated with a stone-lined drain and a shallow trench thought to be related 

to the medieval ditch exposed in a previous season. Cutting P exposed a medieval 

drainage system comprising a main arterial ditch associated with a series of three smaller 

drains and industrial waste linked with the flue of the medieval kiln. These drains are 

associated with and external to external a lean too structure attached to the north wall of 

the medieval barn. Cutting S was placed either side of the nineteenth-century boundary 

wall enclosing the Abbey. It revealed further architectural remains of a building which 

was part of the original lay-brother’s range. In the interior of the building north of the 

present boundary wall were at least two drains and a hearth. This building was destroyed 

in a major fire that was also responsible for burning down the medieval barn. Agricultural 

produce including cereal and peas stored in this building were destroyed in the fire. The 

north-east quadrant of a circular tower was attached to the exterior of this building. A 

coin from the infill of this structure dates to the middle of the thirteenth century. This 



tower may date from the period of re-fortification of the abbey which followed the visit 

of abbot Stephen of Lexington to the abbey in 1228. He described Bective then as a 

strongly fortified place which could be used to help Clairvaux in France subdue the 

abbeys of Mellifont and Boyle. They agreed to strengthen Bective and enlarge it so that 

in future it could assist its mother house at Clairvaux (O’Dwyer 1982, 23).  

 

1.1 Site Location 

The excavations were located at the highest point (53m O.D.) in a relatively level field in 

front of Bective abbey (Fig. 1). This is a relatively level area in a gently undulating 

landscape. The soil is well drained and under pasture. To the east of the abbey the ground 

slopes gently towards the river Boyne, c.200m to the east. The surrounding landscape 

consists of fields under pasture and tillage with small wooded areas. The topography, 

geology and history of the site have been discussed in detail in the previous preliminary 

excavation reports for 2009 and 2010 (on file with the Royal Irish Academy; Stout 2011, 

5–11). This report will deal specifically with the results of the 2012 season. 



 
Figure 1 General site plan showing areas of excavation 2009–12 

 

2. Archaeological excavations 

2:1 Overview 

In July 2012, Cutting P, Cutting S South and Cutting S North and were placed in the 

south precinct to uncover the full extent of a medieval building associated with the lay-

brother’s range and barn identified in previous seasons. Cutting Q was placed south of 

these to uncover a further section of medieval ditch. Cutting R was excavated in the 

interior of the ‘monastic garden’, to determine the possible existence of a central water 



feature. All cuttings were manually de-sodded and then excavated by hand. Feature 

numbers were assigned consecutively to all cuts, fills and deposits encountered. Partially 

excavated features were excavated to the limit of the cutting and to the base of the cut. 

The fully exposed features were subjected to full excavation. They were recorded in plan 

and documented in section in order to get vertical representation. A full photographic 

record was compiled and samples were taken from all relevant features. The written 

record, which constitutes the site archive, includes the individual feature sheets, small 

finds records, drawing record and sample record. 

 

2:2 Cutting R 

Cutting R was 5m by 5m and located in the centre of the ‘monastic garden’ to the north 

of the 2011 garden cuttings and south of a long cutting put through the garden in 2010. It 

was excavated to determine the possible existence of a central water feature. Below deep 

topsoil, this Cutting revealed a set of spade-dug furrows (Fig. 2, Pl. 1). The topsoil 

(RF01) extended across the full extent of the Cutting and was 0.45m. It was a dark-brown 

clay-loam with few stones. It produced an un-stratified range of medieval and post-

medieval artifacts. Below the topsoil were a series of spade-dug furrows. The largest of 

these furrows was revealed in the centre of the Cutting (RF03). It was exposed at a depth 

of 0.45m below sod. It ran on a north-north-east/south-south-west axis for the length of 

the Cutting. It was 1.35m in maximum width and 0.20m deep. It had an uneven basal 

surface and was cut into the natural boulder clay. The base of the furrow was lined with a 

charcoal rich-deposit and filled with habitation waste or compost. The fill produced fish 

bone, animal bone, medieval pottery and a cherry stone. It ran parallel to another partially 

revealed furrow to the east (RF05) and west (RF02). The former truncated remains of a 

furrow ran on a north-south axis for a distance of 1.20m and was exposed below topsoil 

in the north-west corner of the Cutting. Its fill also contained charcoal rich habitation 

waste with animal bones and fish bones. The later furrow ran on a north-south axis for 

1.25m and was 0.45m wide. Running into the east and west baulk were the dis-

continuous remains of a stone-filled trench (RF04) which probably pre-dates the furrows 

(RF03). It ran on an east-west axis and was 0.90m wide and 0.15m deep. This may have 

been the truncated remains of a drain. 



 

 
Figure 2  Plan and section of Cutting R showing spade-dug furrows  



 
Plate 1   Cutting R from the south after excavation showing spade-dug furrows  

 

2:2 Cutting Q 

Cutting Q was a 5m by 5m cutting located in the southern precinct of Bective abbey. It 

was located south of 2011 season’s Cutting J and was excavated to uncover a further 

section of medieval ditch that was identified in the 2009 season. This was done in order 

to retrieve further environmental evidence (Fig. 3, Pl. 2). Excavation revealed modern 

disturbance associated with a stone-lined drain and a shallow trench thought to be related 

to the medieval ditch exposed in 2009.  

Topsoil (QF01) extended across the full extent of the cutting which sloped down 

from north to south. It was a dark brown clay loam with pebbles and small stones. It 

varied in thickness from 0.47m to 0.10m and produced animal bones and post-medieval 

brown wares. Running into the north baulk of the cutting under the topsoil was an 

irregular shallow depression (QF02) in the re-deposited boulder clay (QF06) which 

appeared as a dark-grey silty staining on the ground surface. It was c.1.20m in length and 

0.80m in width and produced animal bone. Located in the south-west corner was a 

deposit of dark clay loam, gravel and stones (QF03), initially thought to be the upper fill 

of a ditch but later understood to be modern upcast produced during the digging of a 

stone-lined drain (QF05). It filled a d-shaped depression which was 3m long east-west 



and 1.90m wide north-south with a depth 0.45m. Another L-shaped depression was 

exposed in the north-west corner of the Cutting (QF04). It appeared as a darker-staining 

under the topsoil. It was 0.96m in length, 0.76m wide and 0.36m deep. It produced 

animal bones, tiles and glass and was interpreted as a modern cut into re-deposited 

boulder clay. In the south-west corner of the cutting the excavation partially exposed a 

section of a narrow stone-lined trench thought to have been a modern drain. This lay at a 

depth of 0.45m below the sod (QF05). It ran on a north-west/south-east axis for a distance 

of 1.20m. It was 0.48m wide with a depth of 0.15m. It was defined on its north side by a 

single course of unmortared stones averaging 0.29m by 0.20m by 0.14m.There were also 

some stones forming its south side. There was a metal barrel stave in the fill and green 

glass bottle fragments. Below the topsoil re-deposited boulder clay (QF06) covered most 

of the Cutting surface except in the south-west. It was thicker in the east thinning towards 

the west and was interpreted as possible upcast from a ditch (QF07. This shallow trench 

(QF07) ran on an east-west axis across the Cutting. It was cut into re-deposited boulder 

clay/old ground surface (QF06) that produced animal bone at an exposed depth of 0.85m 

below sod. It had a u-shaped profile and was 1.35m wide and 0.35m deep. It was filled 

with orangey-brown silty clay with stones. The fill produced animal bones, medieval 

pottery and charred grain suggesting a medieval date for this feature. 

 

 
Pl 2   Cutting Q showing the medieval trench and modern drain 



 

 
 

Fig. 3 Plan and section of Cutting Q showing the medieval trench and modern drain 



 

2:3 Cutting P  

This triangular cutting (16m east/west by 7.80m north/south) is located to the north of the 

cuttings exposed during the 2009–11 excavation seasons. Its shape was dictated by the 

National Monuments timber fence that was recently erected to show the limits of state-

owned property. Cutting P was placed here in order to investigate the area north of the 

medieval barn, kiln and external drain exposed in previous seasons. Excavations revealed 

a medieval drainage system comprising a main ditch associated with a series of three 

smaller external drains. It also revealed industrial waste associated with the flue of the 

medieval kiln. 

Topsoil extended across the full extent of the cutting and was 0.30m thick on the 

upslope (south-east) thinning to 0.05m on the downslope (north-west). Below the topsoil 

was the stony layer; post-dissolution demolition debris which contained concentrations of 

large blocks of stone such as (PF02). The stony layer (PF03) was c.0.50m deep in the 

north of the cutting and c.0.30m deep in the south. It contained some carved sandstone 

fragments from the abbey. In the stony layer at the north end of the Cutting (PF05) near 

the main drain (PF07) a carved fragment of capital from the cloister with leaf design was 

found (Pl. 3). Further large stone blocks (PF06) were concentrated in the north-east end 

of the cutting for an exposed distance of 2.80m and depth of 0.35m.  

 

 
Plate 2  Fragment of carved stone capital from the 15th century cloister of Bective Abbey 
found in the stoney layer in Cutting P 



 

Drainage System: A curving ditch (PF07/PF09) ran out from the north-west baulk to the-

east where it turned to join the drain exposed in 2011(HF19, Stout 2011, fig. 4, pl 4). It 

ran roughly parallel to the south side of the medieval barn. It is 0.47m wide and 0.44m 

deep. Natural boulder clay forms the base of the ditch. It was filled with gravely grey re-

deposited boulder clay. It also produced slag and 18th pottery in the upper fill. All the 

north/south drains/flues exposed in this cutting stop at this ditch or were cut by it. Their 

southern extremities may have been damaged when the ditch was modified; large 

limestone blocks, now discontinuous in the south but were more regular as it runs to the 

south-west were set up against the south side of the ditch and smaller stones form a 

packing behind them. In the northern corner of the cutting was a thick deposit of re-

deposited boulder clay (PF08). This contained medieval pottery. This is probably upcast 

resulting from the digging of the ditch (PF07).  

A thin deposit of charcoal-rich clay (PF04/PF10) underneath the stony layer sealed 

the smaller drains. The best built of the smaller drains exposed in this cutting is a narrow 

stone-paved one (PF15). It ran north/south, is 0.15m wide and 0.11m high. It was paved 

with a single course of stones forming its sides. In its southern end, there are two stones 

which are either lintels surviving in situ or dislodged side stones. This drain appears to 

have been cut by the curving trench (PF07). There is a further branch to this drain 

running off to the north-west. A drain (PF16) ran roughly parallel to the east of (PF15) 

and is a continuation of one identified previously (F312, Stout 2010) which was 

associated with some mortared stones (F314/2010). To the west of the stone-paved drain 

is the other drain (PF11) which ran on the same axis. PF11 was 2.40m in exposed length 

and 0.40m wide. Stones were laid against the east side and the sides slope gradually in 

the west. It was 0.20m deep. At the south end of this drain is a flagged area running into 

the baulk to connect with the same feature exposed in 2010. The flagged area measures 

1.16m wide by 0.75m. The stones are haphazardly placed. This has been interpreted as a 

threshold of the medieval barn. These drains may be external and associated with a lean 

too structure attached to the north wall of the barn. 

 



Kiln: Running into the south baulk of this Cutting is a coke filled spread with stone 

collapse under the stony layer (PF12). The stones were loose and filled a pit producing 

potsherds. There were pockets of ash, pebbles and gravel in the fill. It extended for a 

distance of c.1.50m by 0.80m. This must be part of the kiln flue waste as it lay at the 

mouth of the flue (F309, Stout 2010) previously discovered in the medieval barn. It 

overlay a small pit (PF13) and a narrow slot-like trench (PF14) that ran east/west to the 

drain trench (PF07/09). The small pit (PF13) measured 0.56m by 0.45m with a depth of 

0.20m. It was filled with grey silty clay. The slot like trench was exposed at a depth of 

0.84m below sod. It ran on an east/west axis and was cut into the boulder clay surface. It 

was 0.21m wide, 2.80m in length and 0.13m deep. Animal remains were found in it.  

 

 
Pl. 4  Cutting P from the south-west after excavation showing the medieval drainage 
system 
 



 
Fig. 4 Plan of Cutting P showing the medieval drainage system 

 

2.4:Cutting S South and Cutting S North 

The presence of a stone boundary wall around the upstanding remains of Bective abbey 

resulted in Cutting S being divided into two (Fig. 5–6, Pl 5–7). The purpose of this 

Cutting was to uncover further remains of a masonry building with a drain discovered in 

the 2011 and believed to have been part of the original lay-brothers range. In 2011 the 

south–west corner of a well-appointed building with a stone-paved drain was revealed. 

Excavations in 2012 uncovered a further section of this building and paved drain with the 

north-east quadrant of the circular tower attached to its exterior. In the interior of the 

building north of the present boundary wall was a drain and firepit. 

 

Cutting S South, Lay-Brother’s range (Figs 5–6, Pl. 5): Topsoil (SSF01) extended 

across the full extent of the cutting, a dark brown clay loam which was particularly stony 

in the eastern half. Below this was the stony layer or demolition debris which gradually 

thinned from the north to the east. Immediately underneath this a section of masonry wall 

was exposed (SSF02). This was stone faced with a mortared core. It was 1.04m wide and 

survives to a height of 1.20m. It is made from coursed, regular limestone masonry. A 

localised spread of mortar (SSF03) ran across the denuded remains of the masonry wall. 

There are two seam lines in the external south face which indicates that an opening in the 



wall had been blocked. Traces of render are visible on the outer south face and there is an 

external buttress. Outside this wall in the south, at a depth of 1.07m there was a mortared 

surface with slates (SSF13) that may represent the original ground level. Lying 

immediately over it was a charcoal-rich deposit (SSF12) which was sampled. Overlying 

this at a depth of 0.57m below sod wall is an orangey-brown gravely deposit with some 

mortar fragments and slates (SSF06) which may represent post dissolution demolition 

debris. In the exterior a large quantity of small mammal skeletons were discovered and 

the soil was particularly foul smelling. A drain appears to open out here from under the 

wall. The internal face of the wall is socketed indicating that a wooden structure or floor 

may have laid against it. There was evidence for fire damage. 

The interior wall runs parallel to the stone–paved drain (SSF10). It is possible that 

the wall carried a wooden guarderobe which was positioned over the drain. The drain is 

delimited by a single course of stone (although there is evidence for three courses in 

places) and both its base and sides are stone faced. It was 0.47m wide and 0.30m deep. It 

was exposed for a distance of 2.37m. It turns under the wall (SSF02) and also appears to 

branch off to the north. There is a hint of a possible of arched lintelled cover over it. 

Finds included a bone comb with a metal mount (Pl. 7). 

The buttressed wall carried the north-east quadrant of a circular tower first revealed 

in 2011 giving it a diameter of c.2.50m and surviving height of 1.06m. It was completely 

filled with reddish brown, silty sand and gravel. A thirteenth-century halfpenny was 

found in its the fill in 2011 giving a date in the mid-thirteenth century for its 

abandonment. 

Within the interior the dense burning layer first uncovered in the 2011 season 

extended into the interior of this building (LF04, Stout 2011). A series of overlapping 

layers of charcoal, ash and burnt clay overlay the drain (SSF05). This overlay the original 

floor surface which had a hardened green glazed exterior resulting from an intense fire 

(SSF11) (pers. comm. Dr Ann Lynch). It was revealed at 0.70m below sod and was 

c.0.30m thick. This sequence of burnt layers was confined to the interior of the building 

indicating a major fire event which resulted in its destruction. Overlying this was stone 

collapse (SSF08) and a sterile yellowish sterile material (SSF09) found with slates and 

mortar. 



 

Cutting S North, Lay-Brother’s range (Figs 5–6, Pl. 6): Topsoil (SNF01) extended 

across the full extent of the cutting and was deeper in the west than the east ranging from 

0.30m to 0.10m. It produced animal bones and brown wares. Below the topsoil was a 

stony layer or demolition debris (SNF02) with a higher concentration of stone blocks in 

the south-east corner of the Cutting. The stony layer was deeper in the west of the 

Cutting. It was exposed to a depth of 0.65m below sod and produced animal bones of 

dog, sheep and hare. 

A masonry wall running on an east to west axis was partially exposed at a depth of 

0.35m running into the north baulk. The ground slopes gradually down from west to east. 

To compensate for this change in gradient the wall stands at a height of three courses in 

the east and one course in the west, surviving to a maximum height of 0.30m. It has a 

maximum width of 0.54m which is the same as an exposed partition wall which runs 

parallel and north of it in the West Range of the Abbey ruins. There is evidence for some 

rendering on its south face. This wall delimited a layer of charcoal (SNF04) and red-

baked clay layer (SNF08). Below the stony layer there was a concentration of roof slates 

and a grey-silty clay layer (SNF05) which sealed a charcoal rich deposit (S.N F04) that 

extended across the cutting. The grey-silty clay layer was interpreted as the remains of 

mortar which had deteriorated and still clung to some of the roof slates. It was exposed at 

a depth of 0.57m below sod. When sampled and floated the charcoal layer proved 

remarkably rich in grain and peas. This may have been agricultural produce which was 

stored in this building and burnt in a fire. 

Running at right angles to the east/west partition wall is the flimsy remains of 

another mortared wall. West of this, the stratigraphy differed suggesting that it was 

outside the building. Here, an orangey sterile clay may represent post-dissolution 

demolition debris. In the inner angle created by these two walls was an L-shaped hollow 

which was a possible fire pit or hearth (SNF12). The rectangular hearth pit was filled 

with soft dark clay that produced medieval sherds. This was sampled. It also had a fill of 

ash (SNF13). Many of the stones around it were fire-blackened or heat shattered and 

reddened clay (SNF08) and ash were in the centre of it. The immediate surface around 



this hearth was a baked yellowish clay (SNF09, 11) layer revealed below stone collapse 

(SNF08). 

There is a short section of wall (SNF14) running north-south into the south baulk It 

rises to two courses and is sitting on mortar. It forms the east side of a hollow which is 

1.40 m long and 0.80m wide. It incorporates some re-used carved stones in its make-up 

including a chamfered moulding and a granite upright. Inside of this hollow is a flat 

paving slab (0.50m by 0.20m). Overlying this is a layered deposit of ash, stone, mortar 

and re-deposited boulder clay. Underneath the paving slab is a deposit of re-deposited 

boulder clay overlaid with ash and mortar (SNF15) which is 0.37m thick. 

 

 
Fig. 5  Lay-brother’s range in Cutting S South from the east 



 
Fig. 6  Lay-Brother’s range in Cutting S North from the west 

 

 
Fig. 7  Bone comb with metal mount from the drain in Cutting S south 



 
Fig. 5 Plan of Cutting S South and Cutting S North showing lay-brothers range 



 

 
 
Fig. 6 Section of Cutting S South (B–B1) and Cutting S North (A–A1) showing lay-
brothers range 

 

3. Archaeological Finds 

3:1 Overview  

Finds included ceramics (both Post-Medieval and Medieval), fragments of floor tiles, 

metal finds (iron – mainly nails and bronze), clay pipe fragments, glass fragments 

(including a piece of glass chipped into a circular gaming piece), plough pebbles, worked 

stones from various periods, and roof slates  

Finds were subject to limited remedial conservation on site where necessary, 

bagged according to material and suggested date. All finds are listed in the Finds Register 



with the material, suggested period, feature number, Square/Cutting and finds number 

listed. Rosanne Meenan is currently examining the Medieval and Post medieval pottery. 

These include Leinster cooking wares, some French imports such as Saintonge ware and 

English imports such as Ham Green from Bristol and sherds from Chester. The metal 

finds, which are mainly nails, are being examined by Orla Scully prior to conservation. 

Kieran Campbell is examining the floor tiles and ridge tiles. The clay pipes are being 

examined by Joe Norton. The plough pebbles are being examined by Dr Niall Brady. 

Plough pebbles, were recovered this year and in earlier seasons, are associated with 

deposits from the kiln and overlying layers within the barn. They are occurring in such 

great concentrations over a limited area that the indications are that they came from 

wooden medieval ploughs stored in the barn. Dr Niall Brady has shown that they are 

exclusively 13th century and associated with the high-Medieval arable farming boom in 

Anglo-Norman Meath. 

 

4. Archaeological samples 

A total of 229 samples were retained during the course of the excavation. These 

comprise: 101 animal bone samples, 46 soil/charcoal samples, 79 shellfish, 2 mortar and 

1 slag. 

 

4:1 Animal bone/shellfish 

A total of 101 animal bone samples were taken. A larger quantity of fish bone was 

retrieved this season with the help of the flotation tank. They include cattle, pig and 

sheep, hare with some cat and dog remains. These are being examined by Dr Fiona 

Beglane, Sligo I.T. A large quantity of the animal bones, have come from stratified 

medieval deposits. The shellfish comprised mainly oyster and mussel.  

 

4:2 Environmental archaeology works 2012  

During the 2012 season 46 soil samples were retained and floated in the flotation tank. 

All charcoal material will be sectioned in accordance with the National Monuments Act 

1930 Section 25(2), a license to alter. Identification and analysis of charcoal fragments 

from the samples can help with understanding the following: 



• Woods selected for specific purposes, such as domestic activity (hearths/rubbish pits), 

industrial activity (kilns/metal working) and structural activity (postholes/burnt 

structures) 

• What the local woodland and wooded landscape would have looked like during the 

medieval period. Comparisons can be made to other medieval sites in the 

vicinity, where charcoal analysis has been carried out in recent years (eg, Lusk, 

Skryne, Rathoath, M3 Clonee to Kells, etc.) 

• The charcoal results from this project will be inputted into the WODAN database 

(INSTAR Reference 16709. WODAN – The development of a wood and 

charcoal database for Ireland 2009, Final Report. This is an interactive resource 

for the housing and integration of wood and charcoal results from Irish 

archaeological sites, see www.wodan.ie). Including the Bective Abbey results 

into this database will allow for comparative analysis with similar site types and 

help to build up and reconstruct the woodland landscape for Co. Meath during 

the medieval period. WODAN is only accessed by the wood and charcoal 

specialists working on Irish archaeological material and all results are copyright 

protected. 

 

5.1 Discussion and conclusions 

In the twelfth century, the Church experienced a revolution throughout Europe, resulting 

in the foundation of many new religious orders. The Cistercians were amongst the first of 

these continental orders to come to Ireland from France, settling by the Mattock River at 

Mellifont, county Louth in 1142. Their outstanding architectural achievement is reflected 

in the impressive abbeys which now constitute some of the most picturesque ruins in this 

island. The ordered layout of their buildings which combined religious and domestic 

functions contrasted sharply with the informality of the Irish monasteries. This systematic 

approach was also evident in their farm and garden management. The Cistercians were 

extensive landowners and played a pivotal role in the economic life of Medieval Ireland, 

as elsewhere in Europe. It has been estimated that at their height, the Cistercians owned 

half a million acres in Ireland (Barry, 1977, 35).  



They exploited their lands through a series of ‘model farms’ known as granges, a 

generic term for buildings, especially store houses devoted to agricultural production. 

These independent monastic farms supplied their mother-house with agricultural products 

which were processed on the home grange which had additional facilities that included 

kilns and mills. Much of the interaction between the farms and the abbey community took 

place at the precincts of these abbeys. The letters and instructions of Stephen of 

Lexington indicate a whole range of outbuildings that once existed beyond the cloister of 

Irish Cistercian abbeys that have largely vanished from the landscape. Stalley (1987) 

highlighted the need for a meticulous investigation of the precinct of an Irish Cistercian 

abbey is long overdue and the excavation at Bective abbey, County Meath, is addressing 

this striking imbalance in Irish Cistercian research.  

The earliest phase of building which this season’s excavation revealed was a well 

appointed, masonry building with associated drains and hearth. A survey of the 

upstanding remains of the abbey suggests that this was part of the original lay-brothers 

range (Kevin O’Brien, OPW). The quality of the building and drain is exceptional given 

that this housed the lower order of Cistercian monk who worked in the workshops and 

fields. In each Cistercian abbey, the brethren were divided into two classes; monks 

(monachi) and lay brothers (conversi). The duties of the former lay mainly in the church 

and cloister, the conversus, was a layman, whose main business was manual labour 

(Leask 1958, 5). The quality of material, which included medieval floor tiles, wooden 

comb and scabbard chape, is not what one would expect to get in the lay-brothers range. 

It is possible that this building had been converted into an abbot’s residence. It may be no 

coincidence that it is also on this south-west side of the abbey that the later fortified tower 

of an abbot’s residence was built. A dense burning layer within the interior indicates that 

a major fire resulted in the destruction of this building. The medieval barn was also 

damaged in this fire. Excavations this season revealed evidence for a lean-too structure 

up against the north wall of the barn served by a series of drains.  

The north-east quadrant of a circular tower first uncovered in 2011 was found 

attached to exterior of the lay-brothers range excavated this season. A coin from the infill 

of this structure found in 2011 dates to the middle of the thirteenth century. This tower 

may date from the period of re-fortification of the abbey which followed the visit of abbot 



Stephen of Lexington to the abbey in 1228. He described Bective then as a strongly 

fortified place which could be used to help Clairvaux in France subdue the abbeys of 

Mellifont and Boyle. They agreed to strengthen Bective and enlarge it so that in future it 

could assist its mother-house at Clairvaux. (O’Dwyer 1982, 23).  

Excavations in the monastic garden provided further convincing evidence that it 

was in use in medieval times and that the Bective monks were actively involved in 

composting with kitchen waste to improve the fertility of the soil and crop production. In 

Cutting R a set of spade dug furrows in the monastic garden filled with kitchen waste and 

medieval pottery Extensive sampling of the charcoal rich compost should produce further 

insight into the vegetables grown and their medieval nutrition.  

This phase of the research excavation has been completed in Bective Abbey, county 

Meath. The results of the four seasons of excavation are in the process of being analysed 

in preparation for the final report and post-excavation specialists reports have been 

initiated. It is hoped to have the first draft of the Bective Abbey Project completed by 

September 2013. 
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