
This polished stone axe-head was
found at Mulbuie on the Black Isle. It
dates from the Neolithic Period (4000-
2401BC), the time during which
farming developed in Scotland. People
used axes like this to chop down trees,
enabling them to grow crops and rear
livestock on the cleared land. 

Where suitable sources of hard stone
were available ‘so called’ axe factories
were set up.  Rock was quarried and
chipped into “rough outs” ready to be
ground and polished into axes.  One
known example of an axe factory in
Scotland can be found near Killin in
Perthshire. 

Interestingly, the Mulbuie Axehead is
made from porcellanite quarried at
Rathlin Island, off the north east coast
of Northern Ireland. 
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Porcellanite quarry, Rathlin Island,
Antrim, Northern Ireland

Grinding the axe - probably
originally in Northern Ireland

The axe-head is chosen from the axe
grinder’s collection

Felling trees to clear land for
agriculture

Axe-head discarded

The Mulbuie Axehead: 
journey through time and space
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Porcellanite is a very hard stone,
which can be highly polished, adding
to its attraction. The process of re-
grinding and sharpening the axe-heads
to keep them in good working order
meant that over their lifetime they
might reduce in size.  

This axe-head would have passed
from person to person many times in
the course of its journey from Rathlin
to Mulbuie, travelling by sea, loch,
river and over land, probably up the
Great Glen and, finally, across the
Beauly Firth.
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Ploughman finds axe-head and
gives it to Dr. MacLean

The fact that this object has travelled 
from Northern Ireland to the Black Isle 
suggests patterns of trade, exchange and 
communication along this route six thousand 
years ago.   

The finest axes may have been given as gifts to 
mark special occasions or to seal contracts relating to land,
livestock or territory. The wear on the Mulbuie Axehead indicates
that the axe was used as a tool.  It may have been used for many
purposes during its journey to the Highlands.  

Perhaps by the time it reached the Black Isle it was already a
treasured heirloom, an object revered for its role in enabling
communities to settle and grow food.   Wouldn’t you have a
special regard for a tool that had helped you to do such important
things?
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