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The roots of charcoal production in Ireland most likely lie in the early prehistoric period, however, it was probably not until the advent of metallurgy in the Bronze Age, and the later development of iron technology, that it really intensified. The production of charcoal, an ancient and widespread industry in Ireland, was an integral part of the iron-working process—without charcoal, the necessary temperatures for iron smelting and smithing would not have been achieved. Surprisingly, there is very little known and written about the charcoal production process in any period in Ireland. This can largely be explained by the fact that there was, until recently, little or no direct archaeological evidence for charcoal production in ancient Ireland. Furthermore, there is an almost complete lack of references to charcoal production in the historical sources. 

Recent development-led excavations right across the country—particularly on national roads schemes—have dramatically changed the situation and an abundance of evidence for charcoal production has now been uncovered.

This paper will outline the importance of charcoal production in early and late medieval Ireland as evidenced through the hundreds of charcoal production pits/ features excavated throughout Ireland. The actual process of charcoal production and the various stages involved in it will be outlined in detail illustrating the arduous and laborious nature of the task and the various nuances associated with it. The main discussion will focus on the nature of the archaeological evidence for charcoal production in early and late medieval Ireland with particular reference to recent excavations on the M7/M8 road scheme in County Laois.

The overall aim of the paper is to highlight the important role the production and use of charcoal had in the economy and everyday lives of medieval people, the effort required to produce it and the ingenuity and industrious nature of the past peoples involved in its production.
