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Photo 1  The Time Team at Applecross, 2005 

Summary 
 
Archaeological excavations were undertaken in October 2006, and April and September 2007 at 
Applecross Broch, to follow up a Time Team dig in 2005.  The archaeological objectives were to expose 
the plan of the building’s final phase, and enable the site to be laid out for visitors; equally important was 
the aim of enabling the local community to lead the project, assisted by professional archaeologists, to 
enable the widest possible inclusion of local people in all aspects of the work, and develop practical, 
research, educational, social and economic benefits.  The site proved more complex and time-consuming 
to excavate than expected; and produced finds of major interest and importance.  Adverse weather, as 
well as the presence of an electricity pole, however hindered progress archaeologically.  It was therefore 
impossible in practice to complete all the archaeological objectives within the time and budget available.  
However the three short seasons of 10 days each were very well received and attracted volunteers from 
across the Scottish Highlands as well as local people.  There has been wide interest in the project with 
articles appearing in Scottish Archaeology News and History Scotland magazine.  The community 
objectives were met therefore and in this respect the project represents a considerable success. 
 
 At present approximately half the area of the broch has been uncovered.  Artefacts found are being kept 
in secure and stable conditions.   The site too has been covered and protected.  However there remains a 
need to complete the archaeological programme and take advantage of the success so far with a new, 
follow-on project.  A project design is in preparation.   
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Location 
 
The site is centred approximately at Ordnance Survey National Grid Reference NG 7118 4433 on a ridge 
of periglacial material at approximately 30m above sea level. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1  Site Location 
Mapping reproduced by permission of the Ordnance Survey:  Licence 100043217 
 

Aims of the Archaeology programme 
 
The aims of this project were set out in the initial project design: 
 
1.  To expose the last phase ground plan of the broch.    The initial impetus to the project was to follow 
up the work of the Time Team, and clarify the full layout in plan of the uppermost lines of walling which 
could not be established by that short programme.   Thus it was only intended to examine the latest phases 
of activity on the site, rather than remove any part of the walls, to dig into the occupation layers of the 
broch, or to attempt to establish pre-broch activity.   
 
2.  To assess the presence and survival of later structures overlying the broch.  We aimed to clarify 
as far as possible whether there are any remains of later buildings overlying the broch itself – either 
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adapted from the broch, or newly built using the broch as foundation.   Following the initial Time Team 
investigation it appeared that the broch might have been dismantled in the post-medieval period – but this 
proved not to be the case, as several interesting adaptations and unexplained features were soon 
discovered, representing adaptation, or more likely re-use of an abandoned site.  In this Applecross is 
similar to many other broch sites which show a long history of later re-use in the medieval and later 
periods.   
 
3.  To provide an opportunity for local people to experience and obtain training in archaeological 
techniques and the value of their local heritage. This has proved very successful and has included a 
very wide range of ages and backgrounds.  Excavation can offer physical and intellectual exercise, 
education and skills training, awareness of local identity and heritage, and bring the community together 
in a common endeavour.   

 
4.  To leave the broch as a visible and interpreted monument for the public and community.    The 
eventual aim is to create a sustainable asset that will attract high value, low risk visitors to the area, and 
(subject to museum agreements) support the further development of the local heritage centre with 
additional material.  However as yet this has not been possible. 
  
5.  To ensure the future of the broch is not compromised by unnecessary excavation.  The project has 
attempted to extract the maximum benefit for the minimum impact throughout. 
 
At this stage we have achieved aims 2, 3 and 5; and we have uncovered about half the circuit of the walls 
(1).  However, 4 has not yet proved possible within the time and budget currently available to us.   
 

Site details and archaeological background  
 
Applecross, originally “Aber-crossan”, meaning estuary of the Crossan, is located on a large, elevated 
peninsula in the northwest of Scotland1.  The Applecross Campsite occupies a fairly level, raised beach 
above the village of Applecross.  The broch itself is situated on the southeastern end of a low ridge 
composed of glacial moraine, approximately 200 metres from the present coastline.  This ridge extends 
through the campsite, and is aligned roughly from northwest to southeast. 
 
The underlying geology of Applecross is mostly Torridonian sandstone2, with evidence of limestone 
outcrops.  Applecross is a coastal community with its harbour opening to the Inner Sound of Skye and 
facing the Isle of Raasay to the west.  The Sound of Skye borders Applecross to its north and west, with 
only a small and narrow portion of this being low-lying cobbled beaches.  To the south and east, 
Applecross is isolated from the adjoining mainland by high hills. 
 
Evidence of the prehistory of the area has been found just north of Applecross near the village of Sand 
where archaeologists have found a Mesolithic midden outside of a rock shelter.  Finds recovered at Sand 
give evidence of a likely network of Mesolithic peoples in the northwest of Scotland3. 
 

                                                      
1 Keay, John and Keay, Julia.  Collins Encyclopedia of Scotland. 

2 Gillen, Con. Geology and Landscapes of Scotland. 

3 http://www.applecrossheritage.org.uk/arch.html. 
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Applecross is probably most well-known for being a centre of the early Christian community in the 
Pictish times.  In 673 AD, St Maelrubha founded a Christian monastery at the eastern end of Applecross 
Bay.  There are very little visible surviving remains of this: the site was later destroyed by the Vikings4.   
 
The broch site has been recorded previously and supposed to be prehistoric.  During the Time Team dig in 
2005, it was at last proven that the site was indeed a broch dating to the Iron Age.  A geophysical survey 
conducted in association with the 2005 dig has shown possible indications of a wheelhouse (also of the 
Scottish Iron Age). 
 
On 28 April 1968, the Ordnance Survey surveyor visited Applecross and recorded that there was ‘almost 
certainly’ a broch on the highest point of a low ridge at Mains of Applecross.  ‘Broch – remains of’ was 
then added to their maps (see Fig 1).   He noted a  
 

grass-covered mound of stones, crossed by a field dyke, measuring about 18.5m in diameter with traces of 
walling visible here and there, and some large base stones on the SE.  Many of these stones show evidence 
of having been roughly squared.  There are traces of a possible outwork across the ridge on the NW 
(National Monuments Record for Scotland:  Site NG74SW 2) 
 

However the site had in fact been known locally for a very long time before that.  The Rev J MacQueen 
mentions a ‘dun’ in the Old Statistical Account of 1792 (Vol 3, 378-9), and the location was at that time 
known as Borrodale,  which, as W J Watson indicates in his Place names of Ross and Cromarty (1904: 
Inverness 204) is derived from the Norse meaning ‘stronghold valley’. 
 
In May 1974 the Ordnance Survey revisited and described 
 

A grass-covered mound of debris 18.5m in diameter and 0.8m high.  Only one large block in the S can be 
considered an outer facing stone in situ.  The only squared stones now visible are those in a pile of debris 
from modern constructions. 
The ‘outwork’ noted by OS Field Surveyor (RD) is a slight depression about 10m to the NW.  It is 
accentuated by the ruinous overgrown remains of a modern wall built on its outer lip and it is unlikely that 
it is anything other than a fortuitous hollow. 
(National Monuments Record for Scotland:  Site NG74SW 2) 

 
John Wood first visited the site in the late 1990s and largely confirmed the above description. 
 
In 2003 four small trial pits were excavated in the camp field to the west and south of the broch remains 
in advance of electricity cabling but these did not locate any obvious features (Highland SMR No. 
74SW0064). 
 
In May 2003 Hilary White of Highland Council Archaeology Unit visited and found a 

 
Substantial mound W of Mains buildings, stone in mound but no outer 
walling visible, although it should be noted that fine worked blocks are 
reused in the area. There is a substantial structure running from the 
broch NW, according to local stories as far as the beach. This has the 
appearance of a pair of large parallel walls, apparently once ditched on 
the E side.  
(Highland Sites and Monuments Record:  Site NG74SW0002) 
 

                                                      
4 Keay, John and Keay, Julia.  Collins Encyclopedia of Scotland. 
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The broch’s existence was finally confirmed by Channel 4’s Time Team in April 2005, who located parts 
of the walls and intramural features, as well as possibly associated buildings to the NW.  A geophysical 
survey carried out as part of this project revealed a number of features nearby which could not be 
examined within the time available. 
 
The site occupies the south east end of a prominent ridge of high ground running along a NW-SE 
alignment, at an elevation of approximately 40m OD.   This ridge appears to be largely glacial moraine in 
origin and composition, overlying limestone (BGS Scotland: Loch Torridon, Sheet: 81 E Drift Edition, 
1975).  Its location places it on an outstanding vantage point. 
 
Applecross is a well-known site of early Christian settlement.  As The Time Team pointed out in their 
own project design,  
 

Saint Maelrubha (c. AD 642 - 722) worked amongst the northern Picts and became a monk at Bangor in 
Ireland.  He arrived in Applecross c. AD 673 and established a flourishing monastery on the mainland, 
opposite Raasay and Skye.  Maelrubha was killed by Norsemen at Skail, near the north coast of Sutherland.  
His body was bought back to his community at Applecross and within a century, the monastery was 
destroyed by Vikings…  However, the presence of an early Christian settlement in Applecross raises 
questions of continuation of settlement in this remote coastal location, and it is possible that the broch site 
was still occupied during Maelrubha’s time.  Equally, it is possible that the derelict broch was used by the 
monastic community as a hermitage… 
(Edwards and Twinch 2005) 

 
Brochs are only found in Scotland.  They are round drystone wall towers, apparently constructed within 
the Scottish Iron Age (c.700BC – c.500AD), mainly between about 200 BC and about 200 AD.  There is 
some academic debate about them, largely because they are highly sophisticated and complex structures 
with a focus in the north of Scotland.  Ian Armit has argued that they are a highly developed form of a 
round house style that evolved on the northern Atlantic seaboard, while others claim them to be a form 
imported by immigrants from southern Britain.  However, no similar structures have been found there, so 
their indigenous origin seems more likely. 
 
There are over 700 brochs or similar structures in northern and western Scotland and the islands.  Most of 
these are now only visible as grassy mounds, but some of which are still very impressive:  for example, 
the two brochs of Dun Telve and Dun Troddan in Glenelg, Dun Carloway in Lewis, and Mousa in 
Shetland are especially well preserved.  Brochs have certain defining features, including  
 

• double skinned windowless walls, often up to 5m thick in total; with the space between the 
internal and external walls taken up with intramural cells, store-rooms and staircases.    

• An internal ledge or scarcement, probably to support a first floor 
• Vertical “wall voids” which break up the internal wall surface. 

 
They were clearly prestigious houses which would have taken great effort to build.  Many of them occupy 
prominent positions in the landscape.  It seems likely that the occupants lived mainly on the first floor 
with stores beneath, and that there was a conical roof.   Without windows they must have been very dark 
inside and the lighting arrangement is not known.   
 
Brochs are often surrounded by external buildings and enclosures.  The Time Team found some evidence 
of nearby structures but these may be later than the tower itself and a clear association between them does 
not seem to have been established.  Nor was there any definite sign of earlier settlement in this case.  
Nevertheless, an extensive midden was found along the slope to the north of the broch, and the results of 
the analysis of this material will be important in interpreting the site in the future.  
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Work to date 
 

Assessment of background information 
 
Desk-based assessment has been carried out by the Time Team and also by John Wood in 2006 when 
preparing the initial project proposal.  Useful discussions also took place with staff at the Highland 
Council Archaeology Unit.  The Highland Sites and Monuments Record and the National Monuments 
Record for Scotland as well as the Historic Scotland Scheduled Monument details and historic Ordnance 
Survey and other mapping were checked either in the office or online.   
  
It is not known whether the Time Team were able to consult the archives of the Applecross Trust estate, 
and as yet it has not been possible for us to do so. 
 
We have not yet been able to ask local people to share and record any memories and stories relating to 
this site.  It remains an objective for a follow-up project. 
 

Initial walk-over survey and photography; risk assessment 
 
A photographic record was made of the site as existing at the outset of the fieldwork, and a risk 
assessment carried out, making use of the experience gained during the Time Team project.  Action was 
then taken to mitigate any significant risks, in particular by careful siting of spoil heaps and spoil 
extraction routes. 
 

Excavation  
 
Archaeological excavations were undertaken in three ten day seasons running in October 2006, April and 
September 2007. The aim was to expose the plan of the building's final phase, consolidate and lay out the 
site for visitors, and enable the local community to lead this project with assistance from professional 
archaeologists.  
 
The objectives included enabling the widest possible inclusion of the local community in the processes of 
archaeological discovery, discussion, and outcome, so developing the local skills base and building 
confidence in managing and interpreting the area's rich archaeological heritage.  We have therefore aimed 
to offer practical, research, educational, social and economic benefits to the area.  The short fieldwork 
seasons - 10 days on each occasion - were well received and attracted volunteers from throughout the 
Scottish Highlands as well as from the Applecross community. However excavation of the site proved 
more complex and time-consuming than expected. Adverse weather, as well as the presence of an 
electricity pole at the centre of the Broch structure, also hindered progress archaeologically. 
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Photo 2  The site during the Time Team dig 
 
The initial project design was based on the belief, formed during the Time Team excavation, that the 
clearance of rubble and overburden from over the broch walls could be done quickly and easily.  The plan 
was to carry out this excavation during 2006, and then to mount an exhibition of the results in the 
Applecross Heritage Museum.   However it soon became apparent that this was a very over-optimistic 
estimate.  There was almost continuous heavy rain during the ten days of the dig, and in late October, 
light and temperature levels were dropping rapidly.  Despite this a keen group of volunteers assembled 
and worked hard in difficult conditions with enthusiasm undimmed.  A second season was then held in 
April 2007, but further rain and the discovery of complex post-broch structures meant that by the end of 
this stage we had managed to open and investigate only two of the four quadrants.   
 
An electricity power line runs across the site, and there is a pole, with a bracing cable, standing in the 
broch itself.  This structure has impeded the excavation and great care has been necessary for health and 
safety reasons.  Discussions have taken place with Scottish and Southern Energy (SSE) regarding moving 
the electricity pole, and at present we understand that the company now plan to do so as a contribution to 
the project.  The cost to SSE of this work is believed to be substantial.  The prospective sites for new 
poles have been investigated during the September 2007 season and Highland Archaeology Services has 
offered to provide an archaeological watching brief during the work.  This will produce a major 
improvement to participants, visitors and the conservation of the site itself. 
 
Two opposing quadrants were opened over the broch circuit, providing profiles through the site at right 
angles to each other.  We still need to remove the other quadrants to create a single open area revealing 
the full extent of the uppermost evidence of the broch in plan.  Small trench extensions have been made  
to clarify details of the entrance and other features. 
 
The original project design proposed that ‘If time and resources permit, trial trenches will also be set out 
and positioned to clarify the nature of anomalies noted by the Time Team’s geophysics team some 
distance from the broch itself, which could not be investigated during the three days of that project.’  As 
yet this has not proved possible. 
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At present approximately half the area of the Broch has been uncovered. There is now a need to complete 
the recording of the open areas and to uncover the remainder. Iron Age (c. 700BC - 500AD) pottery and 
other artefacts have been recovered, which will require specialist input, but a decision has been taken to 
save this material until the whole area of the Broch has been uncovered so that a complete assemblage can 
be submitted together. This is believed to be the most cost-effective approach and also the method most 
likely to provide maximum opportunities for successful analysis. In the meantime the artefacts are being 
kept in secure and stable conditions.  
  
 

 
Photo 3  Substantial foundation or earlier building phase? 
 
The October 2006 season revealed the complexity of the site.  It now appears that the broch remains 
continue much further below ground than originally supposed.  Before the dig began, we had believed 
that the broch rubble was roughly where we could see it below the turf—to the naked eye, the site did not 
look highly built up compared to the height of the surrounding knoll.  However, quite the opposite was 
proven.   On the south and east sides, for example, there lies a platform or earlier phase of wall on a  
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Photo 4  Intramural passage modified to form small chambers 
 

 
Photo 5  Stone settings in rubble 
 
different alignment (see Fig 2) protruding from beneath the broch.  This could either have been a 
foundation for the broch tower or perhaps an earlier phase altogether.  As excavations progressed in the 
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spring of 2007, it became clear that the intra-mural passage in the broch wall had been modified in at least 
two places to form sub-rectangular cells.  There may be a metal-working association with these but 
equally it is intriguing to consider the possibility of an association with the early Christian monastery.  
Stone settings consisting of flat slabs surrounded by up-ended kerb-stones were also found within the 
lower levels of rubble.  These resembled hearths but showed no signs of burning (photo 5).  It was clear 
that the broch had been at least modified greatly in antiquity and not, as previously thought, left standing 
until the 18th c. like those in Glenelg.  An entrance passage was found leading north-east, and a small 
extension made to the trench to clarify its full extent.  In September 2007, two incised stones were found 
among the infill of this (see below). 
 

 
Photo 6  Excavation of entrance passage, September 2007 
 
There are several contexts that hold much potential for the broch excavation.  A pit (Context 13) in the 
south corner of Trench 2, for example, contained at least four fragments of ceramic that appear to be 
prehistoric in age as well as a bone (Find 3; photo 9 below) with parallel incisions on it, and other items 
which require specialist examination.  The same context also yielded several very perfectly rounded and 
smooth pebbles (Find 6) and iron slag (Find 9). 
 
In Trench 1, an 1819 George III coin from the topsoil (photo 8 below) gave us an indication of later 
activity over the ruins of the broch and possibly evidence that the topsoil over the broch had been 
disturbed by later inhabitants.  It is further proof of disturbance of the upper topsoil layers. 
 
The September 2007 season of excavation uncovered the beginnings of a possible underground stone-
lined passage way or souterrain, leading in to the Broch wall.  This link between two such features is very 
unusual in Scottish archaeology and increases the site's importance.   
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The results have been all the more remarkable considering only three 10 day seasons with relatively small 
numbers of people have taken place.  These been exhausting for those who took part while the protective 
materials covering the site between digs have also had to be removed and replaced each time, reducing 
the archaeological time available.   
 
 

 
Figure 2  The site in context 
Time Team trenches (olive green) and geophysical results; and excavations by the current project (brown) 
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Figure 3  Summary plan as of September 2007 
Showing N and S quadrants and extensions to clarify entrance passage and souterrain (green outlines), and Time 
Team trenches (beige) 
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Photo 7  Work has continued in all weathers 
 

 
Photo 8  Souterrain running beneath broch wall 
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Exciting Finds  
 
As mentioned above, the finds discovered on site have been diverse in material and function, ranging 
from beads made from antlers, Iron Age pottery, spindle whorls and pins. During the 2007 summer 
season the Broch divulged the greatest of its treasure discovered to date - two fragments of incised stone 
with linear markings, their purpose unclear and its origin unknown. Various possible uses have been 
suggested, including distance and time measurement.  Analysis is being conducted at present to try to 
understand its significance for those who inhabited the broch.  
 

 
Photo 9  Incised stone 
 
 



Applecross Broch:  Report                                                                  March 2008 

18 
 

 
Photo 10  Pottery from rubble overlying broch 

 
 

 
Photo 11  George III coin 
 

Photo 12  Incised bone 

 
Photo 13  Spindle whorl Photo 14  Ironworking slag 
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Other Products of the Work 
 
The project has been the subject of an exhibition at the Council for Scottish Archaeology’s annual Fair at 
Strathpeffer and a presentation at the Highland Archaeology Fortnight seminar in Inverness in 2007, and 
has featured in displays at the Institute of Field Archaeologists UK conferences in 2007 and 2008.  Brief 
annual summaries of the results have been sent to the Council for Scottish Archaeology for inclusion in 
Discovery and Excavation in Scotland.   Articles have also been published in History Scotland magazine 
and Scottish Archaeology News.  
 
Local primary and secondary schools have been very active within the project, with pupils trying their 
hands at excavation, and gaining experience not widely available in the mainstream curriculum. We plan 
to continue and build on this.  Teaching this new generation about the past with hands on techniques and 
possibly inspiring some of those who take part to become the next generation of archaeologists is 
fundamental to the project's vision of contributing to sustainability for the community of Applecross.   
 
The funding the project has received has enabled the Applecross community to share in a passion for 
discovery of the unknown and to equip everyone involved with a greater understanding of. It has forged a 
sense of increased empathy with their forebears and has encouraged all of the community to consider their 
relationship to the Applecross Community of the distant past and across the generations living there 
today.  
 
The sense of excited anticipation about the next season's work is clearly felt by all those involved.   
Fundraising events have been held to assist the project.  The three seasons have certainly refreshed the 
economy with all local businesses feeling the positive affects of the influx of volunteers and 
professionals, every one of these keen to utilize the facilities available within the village.  
 

 
Photo 15  Fundraising sale and craft fair, 2007 
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Proposed Future Work 
 
Although the site’s great potential for research, education and social and economic benefits has become 
clear, funding has been exhausted.  Lessons have been learned however and we are now developing  a 
new project to build on the success of the previous one, which will complete the original project aims,  
create a sustainable asset for the local community, and produce a full publication of the results.  It will 
(we hope) also introduce some new elements, including more structured training in archaeological field 
techniques.  
 
We also need to undertake further background research locally:  we plan to approach the Applecross 
Estate to clarify whether any relevant records exist; and we intend to ask local people to share and record 
any memories and stories relating to this site.   
 
The new, follow-up project is the subject of a separate project design (HAS080306) 
 

Bibliography 
 
Gillen, Con.  Geology and Landscapes of Scotland.  Terra Publishing, Hertfordshire, 2003. 
 
Keay, John and Julia Keay.  Collins Encyclopedia of Scotland.  Harper Collins Publishing, London: 1994. 
 
Applecross Historical Society, http://www.applecrossheritage.org.uk/arch.html. 
 
Wood, John.  Applecross Mains: Proposed Community Archaeology Project - Excavation and Site Presentation 
(Report HAS060901) September 2006. 
 


