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Introduction 
 
The purpose of this Educational Resource is to enable teachers to link preparatory and 
follow-up classroom work with a site visit to one of Scotland’s most impressive Pictish 
forts: the hillfort of Craig Phadrig above Inverness. Many activities may be adapted for 
other hillforts in Scotland.  
 
It is most suitable for teachers of lower-middle primary and lower 
secondary classes.  
 
The Picts lived in the highlands and northeast of Scotland during the early historic period 
(from the fifth to the ninth centuries). They are best remembered for their evocative 
symbol stones, but they are also survived by a number of well-preserved fortified 
hillforts. They were an amalgamation of earlier tribes - nicknamed the Picti (or painted 
ones, perhaps on account of their tattoos) by Roman historians. The first mention of the 
Picti was recorded in AD 297 - and they have captured our imagination ever since.  
 
This Educational Resource is designed to be used alongside two published sources: 
Surviving in Symbols by Martin Carver and Strongholds of the Picts by Angus Konstam. 
It also draws teachers’ attention to two useful complementary resources: the Highland 
Council Historic Environment Record and Pictish Life, a box of replica Pictish objects 
created by Historic Scotland.  
 
This Educational Resource has been produced in partnership between FCS and The 
Highland Council. 
 
This resource includes: 

 
 Links to Curriculum for Excellence; 
 On-site discussion points; 
 An introduction to Highland Council’s Historic Environment Record; 
 Two packages of pupil activities centring on a visit to a Pictish hillfort; and 
 Suggestions of other resources. 

 
Access to Craig Phadrig is free for everyone; for any further information please contact 
Inverness Ross & Skye Forest District (invernessross&skye@forestry.gsi.gov.uk). 
 
For further information regarding the Historic Environment Record, Highland Archaeology 
Festival or school events relating to this Education Resource, contact the Highland 
Council Historic Environment Team (01463 702250). 
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Curriculum for Excellence 
 
A visit to a local Pictish hillfort such as Craig Phadrig presents a fantastic and memorable 
opportunity for learning. By its nature, exploration of this ‘real world’ site offers first-
hand experiences and the chance for genuinely cross-curricular learning. 
 

Developing the four capacities 
The aspirations of Curriculum for Excellence are to enable all children and young people 
to become successful learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens and 
effective contributors to society and at work. A project focusing on a local hillfort will 
help to develop: 
 

Successful learners, by 
 motivating pupils through first-hand experiences and personal investigation 
 developing transferable life skills, such as photography, using maps, surveying 

and use of online databases 
 encouraging a critical and sceptical approach to historical sources 

 
Confident individuals, by 

 enabling pupils to become more familiar with their local area 
 providing opportunities for pupils to share their learning with the wider 

community 
 introducing pupils to heritage organisations and jobs within the heritage sector 

 
Responsible citizens, by 

 developing a sense of pride in their local heritage 
 introducing pupils to heritage conservation issues 
 offering opportunities for pupil-led guiding 
 

Effective contributors, by 
 Offering opportunities for pupils to share their knowledge and theories relating 

to historic sites and objects 
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Outdoor learning 
Curriculum for Excellence emphasises the value of ‘well-constructed and well-planned 
outdoor learning’ in developing the skills, attitudes and capacities of young people. 
Opportunities for outdoor learning are now embedded in the outcomes for each area of 
the curriculum. Visiting a hillfort offers opportunities for: 
 

 achieving curricular 
outcomes through 
motivating, first-hand 
experiences; 

 promoting recreation in 
the outdoors; 

 developing risk 
management skills; 

 developing social 
relationships in a new 
context; and 

 promoting an active 
lifestyle. 

 
 

The ramparts of Craig Phadrig (copyright FCS) 

Curricular areas 
A study of your local hillfort offers opportunities for holistic working across a range of 
curricular areas. Our pupil activities suggest ways of linking these curricular areas for a 
cross-curricular programme of achievement. 
 

Social Studies 
Focusing on a hillfort allows pupils to achieve outcomes in Social Studies: People, past 
events and societies and People, place and environment. Discovering, recording 
and interpreting evidence is emphasised in suggested activities for pupils at primary and 
secondary levels, together with opportunities to compare daily lives then and now. Pupils 
can develop their sense of historical sequence and can develop a sense of the heritage of 
their community. Pupils will learn to create and interpret a range of maps, from the 
historical to images on Google Earth and develop their understanding of land use. Pupils 
can develop skills in recording through a range of methods – sketching, note taking, 
photography and modelling. 
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Expressive arts 
Examination of Pictish objects and investigation of a local site provides a stimulus for an 
expressive response – through artwork, music, dance and drama. The symbols on Pictish 
stones can provide a stimulus for pupils’ own artwork: printing, modelling with clay, 
jewellery making etc. Activities for pupils in P3-5 have drama and dance at their core, as 
pupils research to inform their imagined experience of meeting a Pictish tribal leader. 
Pupils could create a musical soundtrack to presentations inspired by their visit. 
 

Health and wellbeing 
A visit to a hillfort is likely to involve moderately strenuous physical activity. If the visit 
is enjoyable, then pupils are more likely to return independently with their families, 
promoting a healthy, active lifestyle and improved confidence.  
 

Languages 
Many opportunities are outlined for discussion and imaginative language work. Pupils can 
develop reading skills through interpreting and evaluating a range of written evidence 
sources. Opportunities for functional and imaginative language work are suggested as 
pupils develop their own interpretation of the site, through leaflets or their own audio or 
guided tours. Pupils can learn conventions of labelling and script writing through 
suggested activities.  
 
Pupils learning other languages, or through Gaelic will find opportunities for both oral 
and written presentation work.  
 

Mathematics 
Surveying the hillfort presents a real-life opportunity to develop skills in measuring and 
in recording these measurements. Using the Historic Environment Record (HER) and a 
range of maps develops pupils’ understanding of scale.  
 

Technologies  
Many pupils are motivated by the opportunity to engage with technology in learning. 
Suggested activities offer the chance to become familiar with HER and other heritage 
databases such as CANMORE or SCRAN (see below for details).  Pupils can develop skills 
in taking photographs to record elements of the site and in manipulating the images to 
enhance written work or presentations. If PDAs are available, pupils can learn to create 
their own multimedia tour of the site using free ‘Create-a-scape’ software available from 
Future Lab (www.createascape.org.uk). 
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Visiting Craig Phadrig: discussion points 
 

This page highlights significant features of Craig Phadrig, 
together with questions to trigger discussion. Many of these 
features can be found on other hillforts too.  
 
The walk is categorised as easy and will take around 1 hour 
to complete. The starting point is the upper car park. The 
letters correspond to points on the plan (below) and the 
approach (between the ramparts and through the original 
entrance) is marked in green. 
 
A preparatory visit and risk assessment is suggested - 
the woodland includes steep terrain and visitors should 
keep to the paths. 
 

Forestry operations are occasionally carried out in Craig Phadrig woodland and it may be 
necessary to limit access. Such operations will be signposted and further information 
available from invernessross&skye@forestry.gsi.gov.uk.  
 
Steep, rocky hill 

 Why do you think the fort was built here?  
 What advantages are there to the site? What disadvantages? 

 
[A] Outer wall 

 What materials do you think were used to build this wall?  
 Do you think the wall was always this height? 
 How do you think the Picts defended the fort against attackers? 

 
[B] Inner wall 

 Why do you think the fort had more than one wall? 
 Where do you think the entrance would have been? 
 What materials do you think you might find if you dug down beneath you? 

 
[C - under the tree] Vitrified stonework 
The stone here has melted because of a great fire at the time the fort was occupied. The 
circular hole is from a scientific core being taken. Archaeologists now think that the fire 
was started deliberately as a ceremonial destruction.  

 Why do you think that the fort might have been set on fire? 
 What other materials must the fort have been made of to make it burn so well? 
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[D] Within the fort 
 What activities might have taken place inside the fort walls? 
 Do you think there might have been any buildings in this area?  
 What evidence would help us know what this area was used for? 

 
Possible original entrance to the fort 

 What could this entrance have looked like? 
 How might it have been defended? 

 
[E] Viewpoint northwest 
The view has changed a lot since the Picts were here. What can you see that the Picts 
would not have seen? 

 Can you see any other possible fort sites? 
 There’s a good view of the Beauly Firth from here. Why might this have been 

important to the Picts? 
 
[F] Viewpoint southeast 
The Picts would have had settlements and farms where Inverness is now.  

 What can you see that has changed since then? 
 What hasn’t changed? 
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Hot enough to melt the rocks! 
 
At Craig Phadrig and some other Pictish forts there are signs of vitrifaction. This is 
where the rock has melted because of great heat. There are lots of different theories 
about what causes vitrifaction. You may wish to discuss these with your pupils.  
 
Here are some of the theories. The archaeologists don’t always agree. Which do you 
think is the most likely explanation?  
 

 ‘The melted rocks mean that 
there was an ancient volcano 
here’  - Antiquarian, 1809  

 
 ‘I think that the people who 

lived here deliberately melted 
the rocks to make the walls 
very strong’  - Archaeologist, 
1951 

 
 ‘The rocks melted when a 

wooden structure on top of the 
ramparts was burnt down by 
mistake’ – Archaeologist, 1971  

A piece of vitrified rock (copyright FCS) 

 
 ‘You would have needed a huge fire to make it hot enough to melt stone. It 

couldn’t have happened by accident. Perhaps the stone melted after the fort was 
deliberately burnt and destroyed, maybe by a conquering tribe, who piled lots of 
wood on top of the fort to make it burn better’ – Archaeologist, 2003. 
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Using the Highland Council Historic 
Environment Record 
 
The Historic Environment Record (HER) produced by Highland Council contains 
information about thousands of historic sites across the Highlands. It can be found at 
http://her.highland.gov.uk/. 
 
It is fully searchable using the interactive map and is updated monthly with new 
research and archaeological discoveries. Results can be shown as a list, on a map or 
superimposed onto a satellite image. 
 
Each featured site has a corresponding record containing information, photographs, 
reports and any other relevant documents relating to the site, all of which can be 
downloaded. In the case of Craig Phadrig the record includes: 
 

 Aerial photographs; 
 Photograph of Craig Phadrig from a distance; 
 Copies of archaeological drawings from 1812; 
 Archaeological reports; 
 Topographical map showing area excavated in 1971; 
 Full description of the history of the site; and 
 Further reading. 

 
Please note that Craig Phadrig is sometimes spelled Craig Phadraig; it may be worth 
searching using both spellings. 
 
Other records may include photographs of archaeological digs taking place, community 
events associated with the site and reports. 
 
Use this site with your pupils to: 
 

 select resources which may be of use in class work (e.g. aerial photographs or 
topographical maps); 

 identify other historic sites of the same period in your area for further 
investigation; 

 gain skills in using this type of map-based database; and 
 become familiar with maps using a range of scales. 

 
In the Features section of the HER you can find a heritage trail focusing on the Pictish 
heritage of the Highlands (‘The Pictish Trail’), linked to records of sites in the HER. 
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Pupil activities 
 
In these pages we suggest a range of classroom activities designed to lead up to, 
support and reflect on a visit to a Pictish fort. The Curriculum for Excellence allows for a 
flexible approach to the curriculum - and teachers can select activities which are most 
appropriate for their classes, or can follow the suggested order for a more substantial 
programme of work. Again, although the focus here is on Craig Phadrig in Inverness, 
most activities are adaptable to other hillfort sites.  
 
Two broad approaches are outlined here: 
 

 Imagining the past (P3-P5) 
 Discovering the past (P7-S2) 

 
Imagining the past is aimed at younger pupils, those in P3-5 working through the First 
and Second experience stages of the curriculum. Although the focus is on Social 
Subjects: People, past events and societies, there is also a strong element of the 
Expressive Arts, as pupils respond emotionally through drama and the visual arts.  
 
Discovering the past is aimed at pupils in P7-S2, working through the Third and Fourth 
experience stages of the curriculum. Here the focus is more on the skills and processes 
of archaeology, and takes in elements of both People, past events and societies and 
People, place and environment. 
 
In addition, both provide opportunities for developing literacy and numeracy skills and 
offer opportunities for outdoor learning.  
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Imagining the Past (P3-5) 
 
The following activities are only suggestions for classroom work. They are intended as a 
stimulus for your own ideas and to complement classroom research using age-
appropriate books and websites. They are intended for pupils in the P3-5 stage, but 
many are also suitable with a little adaptation for older pupils. Activities are divided into 
three sections:  
 

 Preparing for a site visit 
 Visiting the site 
 Site visit follow up 

 

[1] Preparing for a site visit 
 

[1.1] Introductory activity 
Introduce the hillfort by showing pupils photographs of the fort – from the Historic 
Environment Record (HER), SCRAN or CANMORE.  If you can see it from the school, go 
and look at it from the playground. What do pupils think the site might be? Who might 
have lived there? Do any of the pupils know anything about the site? Get pupils to record 
questions they have about the site in groups.  
 
As a homework or simple research task, ask pupils to find out anything they can about 
the site – by asking their families or neighbours, web searching or any other way. Collect 
the information together. By this stage, the word ‘Pict’ and ‘fort’ should be emerging.  
 
Use the HER with your class to establish this basic information about the site. Add 
further questions to the list. These might include ‘Who were the Picts? Why did they 
build a fort here?’ 
 

[1.2] Setting the time context 
Using the information provided on the HER, or from other sources, establish the rough 
date of the construction of the fort. Craig Phadrig is complicated, because although it 
was occupied by the Picts around AD 500-600, it was actually built several hundred 
years earlier by the people of the Iron Age, sometime in the last 500 years BC. Many 
children struggle with concepts of time, so help them to grasp the distance back in time 
by creating a timeline together.  
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Mark up a 3-4 m long strip of paper with 10cm intervals. Count back in time with pupils 
by the centuries and record each date on the timeline (‘2000, 1900, 1800, 1700…..'). 
When you reach 0, help pupils to understand that time existed before this point, and 
continue back in time to around 1000 BC. Introduce the conventions of AD/BC at this 
point. 
 
Use this timeline to mark on significant dates which are relevant to your pupils: the 
current year, the rough time that the fort was constructed and any other dates which 
may be known and meaningful (you may have visited Culloden with your class for 
example). This timeline can be added to as your work progresses. Help pupils to count 
back and realise how many years ago the fort was built and the Picts lived. 
 

[1.3] Finding out about the Picts  
Discuss with pupils how they might approach finding out about the Picts. Talking to a 
Pict would be the easiest way, but clearly this is not possible. Many people in the past 
left written records of their lives, but the Picts did not (though they may have been 
literate). They did, however, leave some objects. Tell pupils that alongside looking at 
books and websites, they are going to carry out their own research by investigating 
objects to see what they can reveal about the Picts of 1500 years ago. 
 

Evidence from stones 
The most striking objects created by the Picts were stones carved with intriguing 
symbols and images.  

 
Look at some images of the stones on the 
excellent Historic Scotland Pictish Stones 
website (www.pictishstones.org.uk). Better still, 
if you are lucky enough to have any real Pictish 
stones locally, either in a museum or standing 
in the landscape, go and visit them. Discuss and 
draw elements of the stones. What conclusions 
can pupils draw about Pictish life from what 
they see on the stones? What theories might 
they have about the Pictish symbols which 
appear on so many of the stones? 
 
 
 
A Pictish symbol stone at Logie Elphinstone, Aberdeenshire 

(copyright FCS)
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Evidence from objects 
Using images from some of the books suggested in the Further Resources section, or 
on SCRAN look at some of the Pictish objects which have been found. Give each group 
an image of an object to discuss and work out what it tells us about the lives of the 
Picts. The silver chain found close to Craig Phadrig, for example, tells us that the Picts 
had access to sources of silver, they knew how to process it, and that they perhaps had 
ceremonies where chains like this were worn.  
 
Discuss also why these objects have survived for more than a thousand years. What 
objects might not have survived and why? This should lead to a discussion of which 
materials survive and which decay.  
 
Groups could carry out the ‘skeleton game’ where one person is chosen as a ‘body’. 
What objects or parts of objects on this person would survive for a thousand years? 
What would not survive? 
 
This would be a good time to borrow the Historic Scotland Pictish Life box, which 
contains high quality replicas of a number of Pictish objects and suggestions for ways of 
using them (see Further Resources section).  
 

Evidence from words 
Although the Picts didn’t write about their own lives, other people did. Roman writers 
wrote about the Picts, and Adomnan wrote about St Columba’s encounters with the Picts 
in the 7th century. More recently, archaeologists’ reports contain conclusions about a 
range of Pictish sites. The HER is a good source of these. Remind pupils that written 
sources can be unreliable – Adomnan wasn’t actually with Columba when he met the 
Picts, and people may not describe their enemies in the best terms! 
 

[1.4] Join the tribe 
By this stage pupils will be starting to build up a picture of what life was like for the 
Picts. Carry out a series of short drama session with pupils relating to everyday life for 
the Picts. Pupils could create scenes around particular symbols or objects that they have 
been investigating, either with or without dialogue. Pupils could agree on a name for 
their tribe, perhaps inspired by a symbol on a local stone, such as an eagle. You could be 
‘in role’ as a Pictish leader. It can be helpful to create a signal or series of movements 
indicating the start and the end of the drama, so that pupils know when to go into role 
and when to return to their modern-day selves. 
 
To introduce the site visit, organise an ‘invitation’ from the Picts of the past - you’ll need 
to have a willing colleague to help you out here! Prime a colleague to visit your 
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classroom – preferably when the class is absorbed in a quiet activity – to say that s/he 
has just had a visitor who dropped by to invite ‘The Eagle tribe’ (i.e. using the Pictish 
symbols favoured by your class) to visit the Pictish tribe and their ruler at Craig Phadrig 
(or the name of your local fort) on a particular day.  
 

[1.5] Preparation for the visit 
Suggest to the class that it would be a good idea to find out as much as they can about 
the fort before they get there. Look at the images on the HER again, and any maps 
featuring the fort.  
 
If you can, get hold of an archaeologist’s topographic map of the site; again, try the HER 
for this. Help pupils interpret this map, getting them to understand which parts are 
raised and which parts are ditches.  
 
Look at some reconstruction drawings of Pictish forts – the book Strongholds of the Picts 
contains many excellent examples. Get pupils to identify which parts of the fort might 
still be there – and which may have rotted after 1500 years. 
 

[1.6] Preparing to meet the ruler 
Prepare them for meeting the tribe and their ruler. Using drama, develop and rehearse a 
set of scenes which can be enacted in the fort. These might include: 
 

 A ceremony for arrival 
 A scene at the gate, where guards challenge the arrivals before they are allowed 

in 
 Meeting and greeting the ruler and presenting of gifts 
 A feast with dancing and entertainments 
 A ritual battle scene to impress the ruler. This could be choreographed in slow 

motion. 
 A ceremony for departure 
 

Nominate some pupils as official photographers, whose job it is to record this historic 
event. 
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[2] Visiting the site 
 

It is suggested that 
there are two distinct 
parts to the visit – the 
part in role and the 
part where pupils are 
investigating the site. 
It’s probably best to 
assemble all pupils 
together in the area on 
top of the fort and get 
bags and packed 
lunches out the way 
before embarking on 
any role-play. 
 
 

The view over the Beauly Firth from Craig Phadrig (copyright FCS) 

[2.1] In role: meeting the tribe 
Approach the fort in a ceremonial way, perhaps walking in formation., Welcome the 
pupils to the fort. You can do this yourself in role as the ruler, or you can ask an obliging 
colleague to carry out this role for you. Then re-enact the scenes your pupils have 
prepared, making sure that the photographers have the chance to take their pictures. 
Conclude with the departure ceremony.  
 

[2.2] Out of role: exploration, survey and discussion 
Following this, give the pupils the chance to explore the fort, perhaps using the 
discussion points suggested above. Pupils could record each point of interest and their 
response to it, perhaps on a simple map, through photographs or sketching.  
 
Pupils could also conduct a simple survey of the fort. The Archaeology Scotland 
website (www.archaeologyscotland.org.uk) has some suggestions for how pupils could 
record what they see. At its simplest, pupils could measure the length and breadth of the 
fort, using 100m measuring tapes. Measurements could be recorded on simple 
topographical maps of the fort and then compared back at school.  
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[3] Site visit follow up 
 

[3.1] Imaginative writing 
Use the photographs taken on site as the basis for ‘scaffolded’ imaginative writing. 
Contexts could include: 
 

 A postcard from the past: one Pict sends a postcard home from his visit to the 
tribe on the hillfort (and never mind the fact we don’t know if the Picts had a 
written language!) 

 A photo story revealing the visit to the tribe on the fort 
 A newspaper article reporting on the visit of the class to the fort and the meeting 

with the leader 
 A diary written by a member of the tribe on the fort 
 A collaborative poem sharing responses to the fort 

 

[3.2] Functional writing 
There are numerous possibilities for functional writing following a visit to the site, 
depending on the stage of pupils and the desired focus. Some possibilities could be: 
 

 A personal report on the day 
 Commentary to a slide show of the day, to be recorded for the school website 
 An illustrated guide to the fort for other visitors, highlighting key features as 

identified by pupils 
 An annotated map of the fort for other visitors to use, perhaps using the 

archaeological plan. 
 

[3.3] Map work 
Use the measurements taken on site to 
introduce pupils to the concept of a scale 
drawing. Used centimetre squared paper to help 
pupils draw a simple outline of the fort, where 
1cm on the paper = 1m in real life. Show pupils 
other simple maps of the site. 
 
Using the maps and plan, encourage pupils to 
draw their own personal maps of the site, 
recording from memory what was significant to 
them. In this example, the path and trees (and 
red squirrel) have clearly made an impact! 
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[3.4] Reconstruction drawings 
Now that pupils have visited the site, they may have clearer views about what the fort 
might have looked like when it was flourishing. Encourage them to create their own 
drawings, paintings or collages showing the fort rebuilt, ideally using the shape of the 
landscape as a background. These could be made individually or in groups and could be 
quite large. Alternatively, construct a model of the fort with your pupils.  
 
To emphasise the idea of evolution of a landscape, create a set of four pictures with 
pupils, either individually or in groups. The first shows the hill before the fort was built. 
The second shows the completed fort. The third shows the fort in flames and collapsing. 
The final picture shows the hillfort as it is today. What might it look like in the future? 
 

[3.5] A symbol stone 
Remind pupils of the Pictish symbol stones they investigated at the start of the project. 
Pupils could design symbols to represent the events of their visit. Symbols could be 
printed using press print methods, or carved into clay tiles. These could be combined to 
make a giant communal symbol stone. 
 

[3.6] Sharing and presenting with the community 
Perhaps as part of an assembly or a special event for parents, pupils could present a 
slide show of their work, introducing their fellow pupils to the site and encouraging them 
to visit. Guided tours in the form of leaflets could be written and made available for 
other pupils to download from the school website. It may also be possible for these to be 
hosted on the HER. 
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Discovering the Past (P7-S2) 
  
The following suggested activities are intended for pupils in P7-S2, working through the 
Third and Fourth experience stages of Curriculum for Excellence. Many of the activities 
for younger pupils described above may also be suitable for this stage, with a little 
adaptation. Activities focus on the processes of discovering the past and how these 
discoveries may be recorded, and have a particular focus on using the Historic 
Environment Record (HER) website (http://her.highland.gov.uk/).  
 
Activities are divided into three sections: 
 

 Preparing for a site visit 
 Visiting the site 
 Site visit follow up 

 

[1] Preparing for a site visit 
 

[1.1] Landscape of the past 
In groups, ask pupils to list as many historic sites within their local area as they can. 
This may lead to discussion about what ‘counts’ as a historic site; see if the group can 
reach a consensus on this. Compare lists. 
 
Using a data projector, show pupils the HER website. Carry out a simple search using the 
name of your town or village.  This will give you a list of historic sites in the area. Click 
to show the results on a map, and zoom in to around 10km. Use the tools in the top 
right corner of the map to click on a site which has already come up in discussion to 
demonstrate what information is held about each site. The help page provides 
explanations of some of the terms used in the key (scheduled monument, listed building 
etc). 
 
Give pupils some simple tasks to carry out using the HER to develop their familiarity with 
the website (for example, print out of one of the maps of the area showing a number of 
sites and ask pupils to search to identify certain sites).  
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[1.2] Focus on the fort 
Introduce your local fort, though pictures (available on SCRAN or HER) or through 
viewing from a distance. Ask pupils what they know about it already. In groups, get 
pupils to use HER (or any other available material) to make notes about the fort under 
two headings: The fort in the past and The fort today. Share and discuss these findings. 
Establish that the fort was built and/or used by people we know as the Picts, and roughly 
when it was built.  
 
Discuss how we can know what the fort was like in the past; what ways there are of 
finding out about a historic site. Make a list of ways. These may include:  
 

 reading what people have written about the site (on the web or in books);  
 looking at objects found at/near the site (if any exist) 
 looking at photographs, including aerial photographs 
 looking at maps of the site  
 visiting the site and looking at it 
 reading things written by the people who lived there (if any exist) 
 talking to an expert 

 
Help pupils understand the difference between primary sources of evidence or 
information and secondary sources. Discuss which of the ways above provide primary 
sources, and which secondary. Explain that historians need to use as many ways as 
possible to build up a picture of the past, like a jigsaw. The more pieces you have, the 
bigger and clearer the picture. Explain that as far as possible you are going to carry out 
your investigations of the fort using primary sources.  
 

[1.3] On the evidence trail above ground:  Aerial photographs  
Look at a range of aerial photographs of the site. These can be found on HER or on the 
RCAHMS website (http://canmore.rcahms.gov.uk). What can pupils see? What theories 
do they have about what they can see (i.e. what does the evidence in the land tell us)? 
 
Print out a copy of an aerial photo for pupils, and ask them to label the photo using 
three colours of pen:  

 what features they think are significant 
 What the features might be (i.e. their interpretation of the features) 
 Any questions which arise  

Collate these results using an interactive whiteboard.  
 
Discuss what aerial photographs can reveal (very good for revealing the extent of a site, 
and for identifying sites) – and what they cannot (can’t reveal what might lie below the 
surface – although they may indicate that something unusual might be there). 
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[1.4] On the evidence trail above ground: Maps 
Look at the site on a range of modern day maps – satellite mapping, maps available on 
HER, Ordnance Survey maps etc. Compare these maps with the aerial photographs – are 
any details now explained? What size is the site? You may wish to print out or trace a 
large scale map of the site, on to which results can be added as your research unfolds. 
 
You may wish to look at historical maps of the site. The excellent online resources of 
the National Map Library (http://maps.nls.uk/) give access to a number of different 
historic maps. It can be interesting to trace how and when your site appears on maps.  
 
Craig Phadrig, for example is not shown on William Roy’s Military Map of Scotland (1747 
– 1755), though it obviously existed at that time. As a map-maker for the military, Roy 
was not interested in showing archaeology and focused instead on major geographical 
features and settlements.  
 
Craig Phadrig appears clearly (as Craig Phadra) on John Thomson’s map of 1832 and 
also on the Ordnance Survey Six-inch maps 1st edition, Scotland, 1843-1882 (search 
using the County List/Inverness-shire - Mainland/sheet XI). These were the first 
scientific detailed topographic surveys of Scotland. There are detailed 1st edition maps 
available at two scales, 6 inches to the mile (1:10,560) and 25 inches to the mile (1:2,500). 
The extract below is from Inverness Mainland Sheet XI.4 (surveyed in 1868). 

Copyright Trustees of the National Library of Scotland 
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Look at archaeological plans of the site, from the past and today. These are often 
detailed and large scale and highlight the landscape features of a site, particularly 
variations in height. The HER provides examples of topographic maps of Craig Phadrig, 
prepared by archaeologists. Help pupils interpret these.  
 
Discuss the benefits and limitations of using maps - remember that they can present a 
picture which is not entirely accurate or complete, whether deliberately or by design. 
 
Following these investigations, get pupils to summarise what they have found out about 
the site so far.  

 
The view over the interior of Craig Phadrig, facing SW (copyright FCS) 
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[2] Visiting the site 
 

[2.1] Preparation 
Explain to pupils that they are going to carry out a site survey of their local fort, to 
gather their own primary evidence from what can be seen above ground. If possible, 
involve pupils in the planning of the visit – how to get there, risk assessment, what 
facilities if any are available on site, what they’ll need to take with them.  
 
The website of Archaeology Scotland provides instructions on how to carry out surveys, 
draw site plans and take photographs of a site. Drawing plans can take some practising, 
so it may be worth trying this out in the playground or school hall first before heading 
out to your site. 
 

[2.2] Survey and discussion 
On site, carry out a survey. Pupils could create a site plan themselves of the site or part 
of the site, measuring the length of and between surviving ramparts. How could they 
record depth? Another option might be to annotate a map of the site to record significant 
features. At Craig Phadrig, make sure that they see the highlighted sample of ‘vitrified 
stone’ – one section is clearly visible at the north-east end, beneath the roots of a tree. 
 
Pupils could carry out a detailed photographic survey of the site. GPS–enabled digital 
cameras or smart phones can be used to ‘geo-tag’ photos so that their position can be 
logged on mapping systems such as 'googlemaps' later.  
 
Use the discussion points to encourage pupils to consider some of the wider issues.  
 

Pupils surveying a ruined barn at 

Limerigg Woods (copyright FCS) 
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[3] Site visit follow up 
 

[3.1] Evidence below the ground 
Collate all the data which was collected on site to create a detailed site survey. Pupils 
will realise that what survives to this day is only a very incomplete picture of the fort. 
Ask pupils for their ideas as to what the fort might have looked like when complete – 
and their reasons for these ideas.  
 
Show them reconstruction drawings of Pictish forts and ask them to speculate what 
evidence might have been the basis for these drawings – which are based on fact as far 
as possible, not just the fantasy of the artist.   
 
What happened to these buildings? Where might we find evidence of what the fort used 
to look like? Remind pupils that so far we have looked only at evidence from above 
ground. What kind of evidence might be concealed beneath the ground that we see 
today? Encourage them to think of materials as well as objects.  
 
Introduce the idea of archaeological excavation. Explain archaeologists try to work 
out what was built in the past by digging down through the earth and making a record of 
all past materials or remains of materials that they come across.   
 
Although the ramparts of a hillfort may still survive, the houses of the inhabitants were 
often less substantial. Their clay walls and timber posts have long since decayed. Often, 
there is little on the surface to indicate the extent of the archaeological features below.  
 
Careful archaeological excavation can reveal the holes where posts once stood or the 
clay of a collapsed wall. From such faint remains it is possible to reconstruct the house 
plan and distinguish different areas within. Other features may also survive: burnt 
stones can indicate a hearth where food was cooked, while fragments of pottery may 
retain residues of the food itself. Charcoal can provide a radiocarbon date for activity 
within the structue. A stone-lined drain may contain pollen, seeds and insects, revealing 
much about environmental conditions and the crops that were grown. Bone from animals 
can provide insight into early livestock management, diseases and butchery techniques.  
 
Distinct layers may show how a rampart was built, while artefacts lost by the builders 
and incorporated into the structure can provide evidence of date.  
 
You could demonstrate this by building in advance a simple model of a wall from 
different colours of plasticene, covering it over with earth and then a final layer of rolled 
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out plasticene.  Slice through it to reveal the different layers. Help pupils to see that the 
layers at the bottom were actually formed first. 
 

[3.2] Using the evidence: reconstruction challenge 
By this stage, pupils will have investigated many sources of evidence relating to the 
Picts. Using evidence drawn from their own site survey, information gained in the 
section, exploration of Pictish objects and written evidence, challenge pupils to draw or 
make a model of a reconstruction of their local fort.  
 
Where there are gaps in their knowledge, they will need to carry out further research, or 
hazard a sensible guess. This could be a group task, where some carry out the practical 
challenges of drawing and modelling, while others research as necessary, defining the 
brief.  
 

[3.3] Presenting the evidence 
An alternative or supplementary final activity is to create a guide for the site, as a 
leaflet, booklet, or website. This could include images taken on site, reconstruction 
drawings and even poems or artwork inspired by the site. As an enterprise project, this 
could be costed, produced and sold via your local Tourist Information Centre, or could be 
downloaded from a local website. This could be launched at the site with pupils giving 
guided tours to parents or other community members. It would also be possible to add 
the leaflet or the information on HER. The Highland Council Historic Environment Team 
may also run competitions in relation to this resource - contact them in advance to 
discuss (01463 702250). 
 
Another option is to create an audio/multimedia tour. If you have access to PDAs 
(personal digital assistants), software such as Future Lab’s Create-A-Scape 
(www.createascape.org.uk) can be downloaded to enable pupils to create a multimedia 
tour of the site, including images, video and audio. Pupils could compose music to add 
atmosphere, making this a genuinely cross-curricular project.  
 
Either type of tour could be produced in Gaelic or in foreign/community languages to 
encourage all visitors to enjoy the site.  
 

[3.4] Site under threat: the value of our heritage 
An alternative final activity could be to set up a simulated situation where the site is 
under threat by a future development – perhaps a shopping centre or a swimming pool. 
The class could be divided into groups to prepare their case either for or against the 
development. Hold a debate where the issue is discussed and voted on.  
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[3.5] Evidence from words 
 
The Picts themselves left very few written records and these are mostly short 
inscriptions carved into stones. Instead we have to rely on descriptions of them written 
by others – often their enemies. Discuss these accounts with pupils. What evidence do 
they provide about the Picts? How reliable is this evidence? 
 

Sources from the Romans 
Two historians of the Roman Empire, Cassius Dio and Herodian, wrote descriptions of the 
people encountered by the Romans when they invaded Scotland under Emperor Severus 
in AD 208. Their accounts are probably based on military reports. The people they 
describe were the ancestors of the Picts who inhabited the hillforts: 
 

Source 1: Spears and daggers 
They live by pasturing flocks, hunting, and off certain fruits; for although the 
stocks of fish are limitless and immense they leave them untouched. They live in 
tents, unclothed and unshod, sharing their women and bringing up all their 
children together. 
 
Their government is for the most part democratic, and because their especial 
pleasure is plundering, they choose the bravest men to be their rulers. They fight 
both in chariots with small, quick horses, and on foot, when they run very fast and 
also stand their ground with great determination… Their arms are a shield, and a 
short spear with a bronze apple (hollow sphere) which they can shake and make a 
din with to dismay the enemy, and they also have daggers (Cassius Dio). 
 
Source 2: A symbol of wealth 
They are unfamiliar with the use of clothing, but decorate their waists and necks 
with iron, valuing this metal as an ornament and as a symbol of wealth in the way 
that other barbarians value gold… They tattoo their bodies with various patterns 
and with pictures of all kinds of animals. This is why they do not wear clothes, so 
as not to cover up the pictures on their bodies. 
 
They are fearsome and dangerous fighters, defended only by a narrow shield and 
a spear, with a sword slung from their naked bodies (Herodian). 

 
 What picture do these sources give us about every day life for the Picts? 
 What picture do they give us of how the Picts fought? 
 How do you think the Romans regarded the Picts? 
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Sources from the 7th century 
King Bridei, also known as Brude is on record as ‘king of Picts’ from AD 555-584. A 
century later, Adomnan wrote a ‘Life of St Columba’ in Latin, in which he describes the 
meeting of St Columba with Bridei in his stronghold not far from Inverness. Could this be 
Craig Phadrig? Why/why not? 
 

Source 3: The steep hill 
‘Once, the first time St Columba climbed the steep path to King Bridei’s fortress, 
the king, puffed up with royal pride, acted aloofly and would not have the gates of 
his fortress opened at the first arrival of the blessed man. The man of God, 
realizing this, approached the very doors with his companions. First he signed 
them with the sign of the Lord’s cross and only then did he put his hand to the 
door to knock. At once the bars were thrust back and the doors opened of 
themselves with all speed. Whereupon St Columba and his companions entered. 
 
The king and his council were much alarmed by this, and came out of the house to 
meet the blessed man with due respect and to welcome him gently with words of 
peace. From that day forward for as long as he lived, the ruler treated the holy 
and venerable man with great honour as was fitting’  

 
Another passage by Adomnan gives us more details about life at the Pictish court: 
 

Source 4: Wizards and slaves 
‘During the time when Columba spent a number of days in the province of the 
Picts, he was preaching the word of life through an interpreter… St Columba asked 
a wizard called Broichan to release an Irish slave-girl, having pity on her as a 
fellow human being. But Broichan’s heart was hard and unbending, so the saint 
addressed him thus, saying: ‘Know this, Broichan. Know that if you will not free 
this captive exile before I leave Pictland, you will have very little time to live’. He 
said this in King Bridei’s house in the presence of the king. 
 (Life of St Columba, Adomnan, written in the late 7th century). 

 

Sources about Craig Phadrig 
We can also use reports written by archaeologists and historians as a secondary source 
of evidence. The following reports all relate to Craig Phadrig. They can be useful in 
helpings us understand how the site has changed over the years. What can these 
sources tell us about the Picts and their forts? How reliable do you think they are?  
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One of the first people to write about Craig Phadrig was Alexander Tytler, who described 
the way up to the fort in 1790: 
 

Source 5: Four enormous stones 
‘Towards the middle of the ascent, there appears a small platform overhanging 
the road, upon the right hand. Upon this platform, and on the very edge and 
extremity of it, are placed four enormous stones, which have been guided into 
that position; as it is impossible, supposing them to have rolled down, that they 
ever could have rested in that situation. The posture of these stones leaves no 
doubt as to the purpose they were intended to serve. Upon an alarm of danger, 
the strength of a very few men was sufficient to raise these enormous stones so 
as to destroy their balance, and project them into the hollow road, which they 
would entirely block up and thus either prevent all access, or render the pass so 
difficult, as to be with ease defended by a few against any number of assailant.’ 
(Transactions of the Royal Society of Edinburgh, volume II, 1790). 
 

Tytler included a sketch of the fort 
including these boulders.  
 

 Are the boulders still there 
today? (check on your visit)  

 Do you agree with his 
theory? (it’s possible, tho
the boulders may have been 
left there by retreating 

ugh 

now very wooded) 

ated quite a 
rge area of Craig Phadrig in 1826. He wrote a letter about what he found: 

 

 
etc…which seemed to have belonged to animals 

onsumed on the spot….’ 

parts being found 

sumed on the spot’? (no – we can’t be 
sure where or how they were consumed) 

 

glaciers) 
 How has the site changed 

since his time? (the site is 

 
 
Sir George Mackenzie was an antiquarian (an early archaeologist) who excav
la

Source 6: Consumed on the spot 
‘ I dug a variety of other pits to the rock…the workmen found a vast quantity of
burnt wood and bones, teeth, 
c
 

 What other reasons might there have been for the animal 
there? (they might have been butchered or cooked here) 

 Can we be sure that the animals were ‘con

28    |    Craig Phadrig Educational Resource |    E Mackay    |    March 2011 



 
Craig Phadrig 

A massive silver chain, weighing 2.6kg was found close to Craig Phadrig in Torvean, in 
1808. It is believed to date from the time of the Picts.  The discovery was noted in a 
newspaper report of the time: 
 

Source 7: A massive silver chain 
 ‘Some labourers, while digging in the eastern corner of Torvean, on the line of 
the Caledonian Canal, lately discovered a massy silver chain, in the side of a 
large, flat cairn, about 2 feet below the surface. The chain consists of 33 circular 
links, formed of a perfectly cylindrical body, half-an-inch thick, neatly joined 
without solder. …  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© National Museums Scotland. Licensor www.scran.ac.uk  

 
There were two detached fragments which formed part of a flat and very massy 
ring, which had been broken after it was found; but from its form, and the 
appearance of wearing on the outside, it had evidently moved on some bolt… 
 
Both the chain and ring are of excellent workmanship; and whether we attend to 
the uniform thickness and polish of the links, the ingenuity with which they are 
joined, or the perfect symmetry of the whole, we cannot but pronounce it to have 
been the work of an artist of no inconsiderable skill’  
(Inverness Journal, 1 January 1808). 

 
 Look at the image of the chain. How accurate is the description? (quite accurate – 

little interpretation other than to comment on the skill of the maker) 
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In 1971 archaeologists dug sections in various parts of Craig Phadrig. This is an extract 
from their report: 
 

Source 8: A hut with an earthen floor 
 ‘Near the inner rampart …an area had been hollowed out of the rubble, 
presumably to make a flat hut floor… The structure must have been about 5m in 
diameter if circular, and its peculiar location attributable to the shelter afforded by 
the rampart ruin. The hut had an earthen floor which must have been in part 
deliberately laid over the rubble, which in turn would have provided excellent 
drainage. A very regular circular hearth lies … to the eastern part of the hut…The 
hearth and much of the floor of the hut was covered to a depth of 1-2 cms with 
charcoal which was full of carbonised twigs suggesting brushwood being used as 
fuel. Above this lay 1-2 cms of peat ash indicating a change of fuel.’ 
(Small and Cottam 1972) 

 
 What do you think the hut was used for? (possibly living in, if there was a hearth) 
 How much can the archaeologists be certain about? (that there was a structure here 

with a hearth) 
 How much are they just guessing? (shape of hut; use of hearth; reason for location; 

type of fuel) 
 If what they suggest is true, then what does this tell us about when the hut was 

built? (after the fort wall had collapsed). 
 
Another archaeologist writes about some pieces of pottery which have been found at 
Craig Phadrig, and which can now be seen in Inverness Museum: 
 

Source 9: Pottery from France  
‘Fragments of pottery from 7th-century France have been found at Craig Phadrig. 
These are of a type imported from France mainly into Christian countries 
bordering on the Irish Sea’  
(Martin Carver, 1999). 

 
 If pieces of French pot were found at Craig Phadrig, what does this tell us about the 

people who occupied Craig Phadrig? (they were in touch with the wider world; had 
trading networks or were in touch with people who had trading networks) 

 How do you think the archaeologist knows that the pot pieces were French? 
(comparison with other pots of the time; analysis of materials) 
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Further resources relating to the Picts 
 

Books  
 
There are many books written about the Picts. These three have been selected because 
they provide an accessible overview with a good range of illustrations. 
 
Martin Carver, Surviving in Symbols; a visit to the Pictish nation, Canongate 1999. An 
excellent and accessible overview by a leading archaeologist, drawing heavily on 
excavations at Portmahomack.  
 
Jill Harden, The Picts, Historic Scotland 2010. Close links with the Historic Scotland 
website www.pictishstones.org.uk. A guide to many Pictish sites and objects in Scotland, 
clearly written with excellent timelines and photographs.  
 
Angus Konstam, Strongholds of the Picts: the fortifications of Dark Age Scotland, Osprey 
2010. Comprehensive overview of Pictish forts in Scotland. Many good photographs and 
reconstruction drawings.  
 
 

Websites 
 
www.pictishstones.org.uk 
Comprehensive interactive site produced by Historic Scotland exploring the world of the 
Picts. Includes interactive rotatable 3D scans of five Pictish stones. Supported by Jill 
Harden’s book The Picts (see above). 
 
www.nms.ac.uk/kids/people_of_the_past/celts_and_romans_at_birnie.aspx 
This collection of interactive pages produced by the National Museums of Scotland 
focuses on an excavation of an Iron Age settlement at Birnie in north-east Scotland. 
These people would have had much in common with the builders of the first fort at Craig 
Phadrig. It is particularly strong in emphasising that archaeology is a process, with many 
gaps in our knowledge. 
 
This site includes links which invite users to explore the ancient landscape, consider the 
choice of location for a settlement, select materials to construct a roundhouse and view 
a slideshow demonstrating the work of an archaeologist.  
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www.nms.ac.uk/kids/people_of_the_past/discover_the_picts.aspx 
Three games produced by the National Museums of Scotland to help young learners 
explore the world of the Picts.  
 
www.archaeologyscotland.org.uk 
The website of Archaeology Scotland includes resources for schools on how to do a 
survey, draw a plan, draw an elevation and carry out reconstruction drawings.  
 
http://canmore.rcahms.gov.uk 
CANMORE, the searchable database of the Royal Commission on Ancient and Historical 
Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS) includes a number of aerial photographs of Craig 
Phadrig and other Pictish forts.  
 
www.scran.ac.uk 
This searchable database includes a number of images of Craig Phadrig and other Pictish 
forts and artefacts. It also includes a number of relevant ‘Pathfinder Packs’; Pictish 
Metalwork is particularly good.  
 
www.historic-scotland.gov.uk 
Historic Scotland have a number of resources for teachers relating to Pictish stones, 
which can be downloaded from the Learning and Resources/Free Publications section of 
their website. These include: Investigating Early Carved Stones, Investigating the 
Aberlemno Stones, Investigating the Drosten Stone, Investigating St Vigeans Museum. 
 
The Pictish Trail http://her.highland.gov.uk 
This online heritage trail highlighting Pictish features in the Highlands can be found in 
the Features section of the Historic Environment Record, listed under Heritage Trails.  
 

Pictish Life: the Historic Scotland handling box 
 
Historic Scotland has developed a box of replica Pictish objects. This may be borrowed 
by schools by contacting the Historic Scotland Education Officer at Fort George 
(hseducation@scotland.gsi.gov.uk). The handling box contains a number of objects 
selected to illustrate aspects of Pictish life. All are high quality replicas, so may be 
handled and tried on by pupils. It includes clothing, jewellery and objects such as combs 
and cooking pots. The box comes complete with notes and suggestions for use. 
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