Belfast Naturalists’ Field Club (BNFC) Field Excursion: Bentra, Carrickfergus and Whiteabbey
Saturday 26th September, 2020
Itinerary (details below) & Summary Aims
Stop 1. 1000 – 1100/15hrs. Near-surface geophysics and Vegetation Remote Sensing of Bentra WW1
Class A Landing Ground for Airships.
Stop 2. 1130/1145 – 1200hrs. Stones of Carrickfergus Castle: bedrock and building.
Stop 3. 1215 – 1230hrs. Lunch at Jordanstown Loughshore Park.
Stop 4. 1245 – 1500hrs. Deep-surface geophysics, geology, topography of dykes and the Triassic,
Hazlebank Park, Whiteabbey.
Overall map, below, GPS Waypoints (WP) 331-338 are attached for the GNSS-savvy:

Stop 1. Bentra. 1000 – 1115hrs
Location
N540 45’ 50.7’’ W0050 43’ 50.0” On the A2 from Whitehead to Larne, pass the Raw Brae Petrol
Station, Bentra Grill and B150 (east turn) to Whitehead, continue on the A2 north for 0.82km until
you see Agri Lawn on your left (west): our parking and lane is immediately to your right (east),
WP331, where you will see a bright blue Volvo V40 prominent. From the north, come down the A2
from Larne until you reach AgriLawn and the turn to car-parking. After our visit, we make our way
south on the A2, over Whitehead, by Kilroot Power Station and the ISME salt mines, the salt-mining
district of Eden and on the A2 to Carrickfergus.

The landowner, Mr Tom McMaster (butchers in Whitehead, all non-vegetarians please give him
some trade sometime), has graciously allowed us to park 9 cars on the hard-standing next to his
silage bales (useful marker from the road, they are about 5 to 3 high) and machinery. A further 10

cars can be parked on the laneway, we suggest reversing down the lane, but there is a turning point
at the end. In addition, Mr McMaster has a silage store next to (south-east of) AgriLawn, across the
A2 road: this is a fast and busy road, anyone parking here must take extreme caution when crossing,
likewise vehicles when exiting and turning left to Carrickfergus.
Details
Ancient
According to the Irish Placenames record:
(http://www.placenamesni.org/resultdetails.php?entry=6271), “The historical forms of this name
indicate that this place-name previously featured the common element baile ‘townland’ which has
since been lost. The qualifying element is similar to the element beanntraí of Bá Bheanntraí (Bantry
Bay, Co. Cork), Beanntraí (Bantry in counties Wexford and Cork) and two Irish townlands named
Coimín Bheanntraí (Bantry Commons, Co. Wexford). The origin of beanntraí in these names is
unconfirmed (logainm.ie). Beantraighe is an attested tribal name (CGH, 447) said to mean
‘descendants of Beann, one of the sons of Conor Mac Neasa, King of Ulster in the first Century
(libraryireland.com). This tribe give their name to the old barony of Bantry in Wexford, home of the
Benntraige, a fortuath who found in Munster and elsewhere c.900 A.D. (Byrne 1973, 132).
Ballybentragh, also in Co. Antrim is derived from Baile Beanntrach ‘townland of the hilly places’,
possibly in reference to a ‘mound and souterrain’ in the townland which is referenced in The
Northern Ireland Sites and Monuments Record (NISMR sh. 50).” It is thus intriguing that a possible
area of ‘hilly places’, such as our site, is essentially flat, bar an old stream bed and the circular Bronze
Age barrow (SMR: ANT047:021) we will examine, a topographic map and 3D image are below.

Information from Dr Rebecca Enlander:

“The mound represents the remains of a late Neolithic/ Bronze Age ring barrow, a type of prehistoric
‘ritual’ or funerary monument composed of a circular bank of earth or stones surrounding a central
area, within which are usually cremation burials and associated remains. As a monument form,
barrows are common throughout Ireland and mainland Britain, with some regional variation in form
and size. Size varies quite dramatically from examples of only 5 m or 6 m across to those that take on
monumental proportions of over 50 m diameter and 6 m in height. The main period of round barrow
construction occurred between about 4,000 and 3,500 years ago (2000-1500 BC). Quite a lot of them
are overly elaborate and situated on natural ridges or prominent topographical features in the
landscape, suggesting that visibility of the mounds was part of their significance. Others seem to be
located in more ‘liminal’ or marginal places between settled areas and uplands, or at extreme points,
which has been used to suggest that they also acted as markers, marking the threshold between
different parts of the landscape. They tend to occur as single examples, but can occurs in clusters or
lines (as a cemetery/ linear cemetery) and/or aligned with other monuments.
Other types of barrows include bell, saucer, pond and disc barrows - sometimes been referred to as
‘fancy barrows’ or Wessex barrows – and are best represented in Wiltshire. We only tend to have
ring barrows in Ireland, but they do occur in some impressively large groups at place like Tara.
Excavated Irish examples have recorded central burials (cremation and inhumation are represented
at examples lie Carbury Hill, Kildare): vessels such as bucket shaped urns or food vessel type bowls
commonly accompany cremated human remains, with the cremation either placed into the vessel or
spread flat with the vessel inverted ontop. Grave goods may also accompany the burial, with blue
glass beads, bronze personal ornaments or weapons etc.
The Bentra example is a scheduled monument as it is a well-preserved example with a well-defined,
wet ditch and traces of an outer bank – the scheduling also reflects the potential for the monument
to contain remains of burials as well as remains of environmental interest etc. It has however been
eroded to a degree through agricultural activity in the past. The Bentra example doesn’t seem to
have been excavated, but many were in the 18th and 19th century by Antiquarians and local
historians. Location wise, it doesn’t appear that exciting at present, but it would have been located
along the shoreline of Larne Lough before drainage improvements, so what may look like a flat field
now may have likewise straddled the land and sea during the Bronze Age – views to Islandmagee
may likewise have been an important aspect of this location. Sometimes the Ordnance Survey
Memoirs (c. 1820s) record interesting stories or folklore attached to these type of monuments, but I
can’t see anything on the record for this one! – they were often viewed as fairy houses, the beds or
graves of mythical figures, or the burials of fallen soldiers from battles.”
WW1
A presentation (“Battlebags” and “Blimps”--Exploring the Legacies of Whitehead’s WW1 Aerodrome”
by Shirin Murphy of Carrickfergus Museum and Keith Lilley of Queen’s University is attached, for
background. Shirin will join us on the day and say a few words about the site.
The airship site appears featureless, so the use of remote sensing (aerial imagery), electro-magnetics
(EM) and ground-penetrating radar will be shown in the field, to demonstrate how we used these to
define the former site of the R101 Airship site, below.

Present-day
On site, we will also show how vegetation health is monitored using remote sensing, using both the
Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) and VARI (Visual Atmospheric Resistance Index),
both from a previous study of the airship field and mini-rath, and if the weather holds, a real-time
tree health survey of a part of the Jubilee Woods (permission granted).
Stop 2. Stones of Carrickfergus Castle: bedrock and building. 1130/1145 – 1200hrs.
Location & Details
Park in the harbour carpark in Carrickfergus where there are toilet facilities. Meet at King Billy’s
statue (WP332) where we will discuss the origin of the bedrock dolerite (?wide dyke; ?oblique sill;
?blister) bedrock, which without, the strategic position of the Anglo-Norman defensive structure
would not be here. Likewise, the origin of the Permian Magnesian Limestone cornerstones will be
discussed, which our unsuccessful attempts to locate their origin, across Belfast Lough. After this
brief stop, we continue SW to Stop 3, Lunch at Jordanstown Loughshore Park.

Stop 3. 1215 – 1230hrs. Lunch at Jordanstown Loughshore Park.

Continue SW on the A2 from Carrickfergus, through the PSNI Seapark roundabout and Ulster
University entrance to Jordanstown Loughshore Park (N540 40’ 5.2.1’’ W0050 53’ 02.0”, WP333),
where there is a take-away café and coffee-shop and toilet facilities. When we are all replete from
our socially-distanced lunch, in cars or on picnic tables (weather depending), we continue SW for
2.42km to Hazlebank Park, Whiteabbey.

Stop 4. Deep-surface geophysics, geology, topography of dykes and the Triassic, Hazlebank Park,
Whiteabbey. 1245 – 1500hrs.
Location
On the A2, southwest from Loughshore Park, pass Whiteabbey and the derelict lifeboat pier at sea
(built on a Palaeogene dyke, see below), through the roundabout at Whiteabbey Station to
Hazlebank Park (map below). Many of us know this location from Peter Miller’s Greenisland
excursion here (http://www.bnfc.org.uk/BNFC/Greenisland.html).

Park at the south-eastern extremity of Hazlebank Park (N540 39’ 39.6’’ W0050 54’ 07.3”, WP336),
where we walk SE down the steps to Macedon Point (WP337).
Ancient
Here we will examine the influence of the Palaeogene dyke swarm on the regional and local
topography. The importance of this location for coastal erosion was known as long ago as 1962,
detailed in Drennan (1962), whose map is below.

Macedon is of course in northern Greece and the centre of Philip II and Alexander the Great and
means ‘elongate’, much like the dykes here.
The extraordinary work of Hugh Anderson (Anderson et al., 2016), using the Tellus aeromagnetic
surveys, shows the extent of Palaeogene dykes in Ireland, and the swarm that occurs at Macedon
Point and Whiteabbey.

This was enhanced upon by Jean-Christophe Comte with Whiteabbey particularly (Comte et al,
2017), whose diagrams are below.

After looking at the dykes, we walk 1km north, past the ‘castle’ follies and through the Whiteabbey
Antiicline, to Waypoint 338 to see the only clear and permanent exposure of the contact between
the Triassic Sherwood Sandstone and Triassic Mercia Mudstone. Anyone wishing to avoid the walk,
can climb back up to the southern car-park and drive north in the park to the public toilets near
Waypoint 334 and descend to Waypoint 338 and meet us there.

The controversies surrounding the origin of both geological units will be discussed, and a further
geophysical demonstration of the different gamma-ray outputs from each will be shown and thence
how they can be mapped from the Tellus airborne survey.
Present-day
The Melville mud-flats (Whitehouse Lagoon), Macedon Point and Whiteabbey are well-known for
Great Crested Grebes, Redshanks, Oystercatchers, Dunlins and Curlews. In summer months, mullet
are seen in shallow waters, along with seals.
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Health and Safety
Please read and adhere to the attached Queens University guidance on Health and Safety.
Thanks
Tom McMaster, Shirin Murphy, Keith Lilley, Ian Enlander (Bentra). Ian Meighan (Carrickfergus). Mark
Cooper (Whiteabbey).

