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1.0 Introduction 
  

1.01 Mann Williams were commissioned by Darren Rice, Ring of Gullion LPS Officer for Newry 

and Mourne Council to carry out an inspection of Slieve Gullion, South Cairn and to provide 

initial conservation advice in relation to its future maintenance and management.   

 

1.02 Slieve Gullion Passage Grave is set on the 
northern summit of Slieve Gullion and is the 
highest surviving passage tomb in the British 
Isles. It is known locally as 'the Calliagh 
Berra's House'. 

 

1.03  The objective of this report is to provide an 
overview of the current condition of the site 
and to provide initial thoughts and 
observations on an appropriate management 
strategy.  Background information and key 
plans for the site are provided in the 
appendices of this report for reference. 

1.04 It is noted that the criteria for specifying works on the site needs to recognise a primary 
objective of adopting conservation ‘best-practice’, which requires that works should be 
necessary and justified.  Providing a ‘maintenance-free’ site for the foreseeable future is 
unrealistic and the implementation of a site management plan will be necessary for the site.   
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2.0  Inspection 

      
2.01 The photograph below shows a 360 degree view of the chamber, with the south-west facing 

entrance located to the left of the image and the north-east facing blocked chamber entrance 
shown towards the centre of the image.  

 

    

2.02   The cairn is approximately 30m in diameter and up 
to 4m high with a kerb of massive, but undecorated, 
stones around the perimeter. A slight indentation on 
the south-west marks the entrance to a short, 
lintelled, passage shown in the photograph 
opposite looking out.  This entrance passage leads 
to an octagonal chamber.  The roof was originally 
corbelled, but has been replaced with a concrete 
capping supported on steelwork. 

2.03 The entrance to the chamber is restricted 
by the presence of loose stone which has 
migrated in from the entrance area together 
with some fallen stone from the walls and 
roof area. 
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2.04   The image opposite shows the blocked entrance to 

the north east chamber and the wall to the east 

side of the chamber.  A close up view of the 

blocked entrance to the north east chamber is 

shown below with a detail of the fractured lintel 

above. A concrete brace has been inserted as a 

strut between the vertical stones.  The stonework 

generally appears stable although it would be 

recommended that annual reviews are carried out 

to establish any progressive deterioration. 

2.05    

2.06   The photograph opposite shows one of the intact 

basin stones on the floor of the chamber located on 

the north east side.  It is essential that these are 

protected during any planned work on the chamber. 

2.07 The photograph shows a second basin 

stone located on the floor on the west side 

of the chamber. 
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2.08 The roof of the cairn was originally 
corbelled stone, but was replaced in the 
early 1960’s with an arrangement of 
steelwork and concrete slabs over, as 
illustrated in the photograph opposite 
taken from below. 

    

2.09   An open metal grill provides light and ventilation 

into the chamber, although inevitably this also 

allows water ingress from above and is contributing 

to the corrosion of steelwork.   

2.10 The steel trimming to the roof light, which also supports to the concrete deck, is heavily 

corroded as illustrated in the images on this page.  The photograph below shows a close up 

view with delamination of the steel occurring as a result of the corrosion.  At this stage the steel 

appears to retain sufficient residual strength to continue supporting the concrete deck, although 

it is noted that the corrosion is an ongoing problem and failure would be anticipated within the 

next 10-15 years (possibly sooner) if not treated. 
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2.11 The concrete deck which spans between 
steels and the perimeter walls to the 
chamber appear to be providing adequate 
service with only local spalling evident. 

    

2.12   Vandalism and graffiti within the chamber is 

apparent as illustrated in the image opposite and 

the details below. Marker pens have been used in a 

number of areas and options would exist to 

carefully remove these markings.  However some 

of the graffiti appears to have been carved into the 

stone, and this would inevitably be more difficult to 

treat. 

    

Carved in graffiti  

Marker pen graffiti  
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2.13 Externally the cairn consists of loose stone as illustrated in the image below.  The roof light grill 

described previously is shown in the lower left of the photograph and the summit markers are 

visible above.  The dishing/depression in the surface above the chamber is well documented 

and can be seen more clearly in clauses 2.15 and 2.16. 

2.14 The area immediately above the chamber is shown in the photograph below.  The metal grill 

which covers the roof light consists of a simple arrangement of solid bars and perimeter frame.  

Although corrosion is evident it appears to have maintained sufficient strength to continue 

providing effective service.  The surface of the concrete slab which caps the chamber is 

exposed in a number of locations as illustrated in the photograph.  Whilst this is aesthetically a 

poor detail it also reduces the natural protection that would be obtained from random stone 

covering.  It would be suggested that a layer of stone was reinstated over the concrete slab to 

address this issue and improve protection. 
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2.15 The entrance to the chamber is illustrated in the photograph below.  The current tendency 

appears to be for visitors to walk from the summit marker down across the head of the chamber 

as illustrated.  This creates a natural erosion process that migrates stone down towards the 

entrance area.   

2.16 The photograph opposite illustrates the 
stone that has collected in the entrance to 
the chamber.  Consideration should be 
given to encouraging visitors to take a 
route that brings them to the entrance 
from the south west side rather than taking 
a north to south path across the head of 
the cairn.  In addition to this management 
of visitors (possibly with the use of way 
markers) the stonework around the 
entrance to the chamber should be locally 
consolidated.  Consideration could be 
given to the use of geogrids set within the 
loose cairn material to discourage 
migration. 
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3.0 Conclusions 

   

3.01 The nature of the site is such that erosion in the form of migration of stonework is an 

ongoing challenge.  Preventing foot traffic across the head of the cairn would be almost 

impossible without extensive barrier systems, and this is clearly impractical and wholly 

inappropriate for the site. 

  

3.02 The approach considered appropriate is a combination of localised conservation works 

to improve the existing stability and presentation of the monument, together with some 

consideration of footpath routes and options to encourage foot traffic directions that 

lessen the risks of errosion.  

3.03 The preferred route would be for the normal footpath route to take visitors to head of 

the cairn and the summit marker from the north west side, passing across the cairn in 

an easterly direction.  On reaching the base of the cairn the visitor would proceed 

clockwise around the base until reaching the entrance where they can approach from 

the south west. 

3.04 Within the chamber it is recommended that loose stones and pinnings to the perimeter 

walls are consolidated where possible.  The dry bedded nature of the cairn is such that 

mortar consolidation should not be used unless it can be set well back from the face 

work, and not seen in the completed work. 

 

3.05 A proportion of loose and fallen stone on the floor of the chamber and passageway 

should be removed under archaeological supervision.  The extent of removal should be 

carefully regulated to avoid excessive clearance, and care taken around wall base 

areas to ensure local consolidation is carried out should loose sections be 

encountered. 

3.06 The corroding steelwork supporting the concrete roof slab is an ongoing maintenance 

issue, and with the corrosion progressing it will eventually require extensive repair, and 

possibly replacement.  Options to treat the steelwork are limited in the harsh 

environment. 

3.07 The concrete capping slab to the chamber generally appears in serviceble condirion 

although the upper surface is exposed.  It is recommended that some cairn material is 

placed over the exposed concrete to provide some protection against the freeze thaw 

effects.  The placing of stone in this area may also remove the line of sight from the 

summit marker to the metal grill to the roof light over the chamber.  This may in turn 

reduce the tendancy for visitors to head for this area and then on down the flanks of 

the entrance, rather than take the prefered route to the entrance. 
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Appendix B 

 
Site Background Information 
 

    

 

The following background information has been obtained from various sources including NIEA 

archives, and provides background information on the site 

Slieve Gullion (Sliabh gCuillinn, 'The mountain of the steep slope') stands at a height of 573m 
in the centre of the Ring of Gullion and is the highest mountain in County Armagh. On the 
southern summit, a large Neolithic burial chamber known locally as 'Calliagh Berra's House' is 
the highest surviving passage tomb in Ireland. Local folklore tells how the famous Irish Giant, 
Finn McCool was bewitched by the wicked Calliagh Berra. Touched by her sadness, Finn was 
tricked into diving into the bottomless lake to retrieve her lost ring. 
 
The mighty Finn surfaced some time later with the ring but 
he had fallen under her spell and emerged an old man with 
hair as white as snow. Eventually, Calliagh Berra was forced 
to undo her evil spell and Finn regained his former physique, 
with the exception of his beautiful blonde hair. The story still 
goes that if anyone swims in that treacherous lake, their hair 
will turn white. 

 

SLIEVE GULLION: PASSAGE TOMB 
 
South Cairn, Cailleach Beara's House or Calliagh Berra's House 
 
Standing at the southern end of the summit ridge of Slieve Gullion, some 870m to the southeast 
of the Bronze Age cairn, this is the highest surviving passage tomb in Ireland and commands a 
most impressive view over the surrounding countryside. The large and imposing monument was 
recorded and partly excavated by Collins and Wilson in 1961. The covering cairn was found to 
have been built from the igneous rocks found naturally on the mountain, but the outer edge was 
obscured by encroaching peat. An examination at several places around the perimeter revealed 
a kerb of massive stones, up to 2.06m long, laid horizontally and defining a circular area around 
30.0m in diameter. The kerb has been effective in retaining the bulk of the cairn, since it still 
stands to a height of over 4.0m and little slipped stone was identified in the surrounding peat. 
 
The kerb was continuous, but a slight indentation in the plan on the south-western edge marks 
the area of an entrance to a short passage leading to the chamber. In 1961, the tumbled stone 
and modem debris which filled these features was removed to reveal that the passage only 
began about 3.0m from the kerb. It is possible that originally it continued to the edge of the 
cairn, but a letter dated Dublin, March 29th 1739 to the Bishop of Dromore, now in the Harris 
Manuscripts (Armagh Cathedral Library), records an unusual 'porch' which may have existed in 
the space. The letter goes on to describe 

 

'a cairn with a large stone door, with stone jambs which appear to be 
artificial; before this door was a porch about 6ft high next [to] the door; it 
extends 8 or 9ft and grows narrow towards the entrance into it which is so 
small that a man can just creep into it' . 
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During the excavations a large stone was found lying across the south-western end of the 
surviving part of the passage. This may simply have tumbled from above, but could represent a 
sill stone dividing the passage from the 'porch'. 
 
The passage is about 4.5m long, constructed of drystone-walling but incorporating large blocks 
of stone up to 1.8m long set on edge. The roof, formed of lintels, is 1.4m high at the south-west 
end and rises gradually as it approaches the chamber. Drystone-walling continues within the 
chamber but the use of large blocks of stone has given rise to an almost octagonal plan, 
measuring some 3.0m across. A small end chamber, about 90cm square, faces the entrance 
passage and is of a more orthostatic construction. The roof of the chamber was corbelled, and 
although the centre has long since collapsed, leaving a hole, much remains and it is clear that it 
must originally have risen about 4.0m above the floor. 
 
An account recorded by Charlotte Brooke in 1789 describes how the chamber was opened by 
local people searching for the 'Old Lady' or 'Witch' (the Cailleach Beara) who was believed to 
live there, 'but only a few human bones were found' . By the time of the 1961 excavation, the 
chamber had been thoroughly disturbed and the paucity of finds was not surprising. A few 
fragments of worked flint and chert, a scraper and a barbed-and-tanged arrowhead were found 
in the soil that filled the crevices in the natural rock floor of the chamber. Two stone basins were 
also discovered among the lower levels of the modem fill, and a third was recovered from the 
outer end of the passage, where it had been concealed for safety some years earlier. Carefully-
shaped stone basins are generally associated with passage tombs, but the ones from Slieve 
Gullion are essentially natural although their shape has obviously been improved by varying 
degrees of hammer-dressing. 
 
On the northern side, a small mound of rounded and angular stones was later added to the 
fabric of the passage tomb cairn. This was about 12.0m across and was thought to be a Bronze 
Age addition, but extensive excavation revealed no burials or structural details. Pollen analysis 
and radiocarbon dates from the adjacent peat deposits provided a little more information about 
the history of the site. Peat had started to grow by around 3265 ± 95bc and it seems that the 
immediate area was not densely wooded, even in pre-Neolithic times. The results did not 
provide a secure date for the construction of the cairn, but sometime in the first half of the third 
millennium BC was tentatively suggested. Pollen analysis also demonstrated a phase of 
woodland clearance about 2000 BC, but this cannot be associated with the monument. 
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Record Photographs from 1961 Excavations 
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Survey Record Photographs 2014 
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