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Abstract 

 

Excavations were carried out at the broch at 

Thrumster Mains, Caithness in July 2011. Despite a 

history of antiquarian excavation and Victorian 

landscaping, the site was shown to contain well 

preserved deposits in places, and the structure seen 

to be far more complex than had hitherto been 

suspected. The roundhouse had gone through 

several phases of modification and rebuilding, with 

radiocarbon dating indicating that these phases 

occurred through the later first millennium BC and 

earlier first millennium AD. A sizeable artefact 

assemblage was recovered, and human remains 

were among the bone assemblage. This report 

compiles the results of the excavations and the 

specialist analyses undertaken in the post-excavation 

stages. 
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Excavations at the broch at Thrumster Mains, 2011 

 

1. The broch at Thrumster (NGR:  ND 33195 45059; NMRS No.: ND34NW 1; Highland HER: MHG2043) lies 

within 200  m of Thrumster Mains House into whose gardens it has been incorporated as a landscape 

feature (Figure 0_1). It has some claim to having been the first broch excavated in the county and was 

amongst the first ever excavated in Scotland. A long-handled weaving comb, found within the rubble of 

the monument, was presented to the National Museum in 1783 (MacKie 2007:448) by the then 

landowner Mr Innes. Shearer noted on his drawing, dated 1871 (Figure 0_2) that the broch had been 

excavated some 50 years previously and the interior converted to a garden. His drawing does not 

reveal the existence of the summer house, a substantial building which now straddles the line of the 

monument’s compound wall at its south most point. 

 

2. Before excavation the broch presented as a smooth flat-topped and grass covered penannular wall with 

a summer house of mortared stone built into a break in its circuit on the south side. The interior was 

somewhat overgrown and around its edges slopes of debris gave evidence of collapse from the walls. 

Euan MacKie’s description of the monument (2007, 448) fully represents its superficial condition and is 

cited here for its content: 

 

ND34 10 Thrumster (‘Thrumster Mains’) 

ND3319 4505 (visited in 1971 & 1987) 

 

Probable solid-based broch in Wick, Caithness, which was cleared out some time before 

1910 – possibly at the end of the 18
th

 century judging from the comb (below) – and had 

part of the wall on the south side removed to accommodate a summerhouse (Illus t.88). 

The greatest wall height remaining is 1.7 m (3ft 6in) and it is now turfed over and fairly 

secure [1]. During the clearance a cist containing a skeleton was found in the rubbish 

piled against the wallface. A long-handled weaving comb, presented to the National 

Museum in 1783 by Mr Innes of Thrumster (GA 66), is believed to have come from this 

site [2] (Illus 7.33). 

 

Dimensions: interior diameter 10.98m (36 ft), the wall 4.48m (15ft) thick at the base. In 

1987 a new survey of the central court showed that this had been laid out close to an 

exact circle with a radius of 6.13 ± 0.04m, giving a diameter of 12.2m (40.2ft), 

somewhat larger than earlier measurements suggested. 

Sources: 1. NMRS site no. ND 34 NW 1: 2. RCAHMS 1911b, 145, no.502: Batey 2002, 

188. 

 

(MacKie 2007, 448) 

 

3. The monument had not changed materially from MacKie’s 2007 description of it (based on 

observations made in 1971 and 1987) when the current excavations began in July 2011. It is roughly 

12.25m in diameter, internally, within a wall that is 4.50m thick, giving an external diameter of 21.25m. 

These measurements are taken at the surviving wall-head level. The external wall below this level is 

battered outwards, e.g. in Trench 6 (T6), it slopes 330 mm inwards as it rises through 1.5 m and thus 

the broch’s diameter at its foot would have to be increased by 660 mm. The walls rise from founds that 

are at slightly different levels around the monument’s circuit, and therefore the surviving wall-head 

diameter is as representative of scale as any other indicator. The inner wallface was probably vertical 
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and the internal diameter may be relied upon as a better indicator of size. The height of the wall varies 

little around its circumference but this height is an artefact of the re-modelling of the monument as a 

garden or a garden folly and the wallhead as an ambulatory.  

 

4. Superficial inspection of the roundhouse did not suggest that it contained intramural galleries or other 

features which would qualify the roundhouse as a 'Complex Atlantic Roundhouse' in the currently 

accepted terminology (Armit 1990), much less as a broch tower (ibid). Hence MacKie’s tentative and 

understandable identification of the monument as a solid based broch and perhaps hence also the 

caution expressed in the RCAHMS identification of the site as a ‘probable broch’ (NMRS No.: ND34NW 

1).  

 

5. As noted, a cist burial had been encountered in the rubble of the broch. It has been attributed to the 

Viking or Late Norse Period, on no tangible evidence, although recent studies suggest that such burials 

in and about brochs are a recurrent characteristic of Caithness broch remains (Batey 2002, 188). Finds 

of disarticulated human remains in backfilled cells and galleries within broch walls are also well 

attested. 

 

Research design and methodology 

 

6. Recent research in Caithness on brochs investigated by Tress-Barry and other antiquarians has shown 

that some in situ deposits can still be recovered even in structures greatly disturbed by 19th century 

works (see Heald and Jackson 2001, 2002; Heald et al in prep). The extent and the quality of 

preservation of soil deposits is highly variable; it proved excellent at Everley and good at Nybster but 

somewhat problematic at Whitegate and very disappointing at Keiss Road, albeit that work at the latter 

was on a very restricted scale (Heald et al, in prep). However, the structural evidence of the broch itself 

usually survives in reasonable condition in most cases and reveals often complex construction and re-

construction evidence.  

 

7. Recent research initiatives and the current studies of one of us (JB) have been concerned with the 

architecture and construction of roundhouse walls. The Thrumster broch appeared to lack the 

intramural features associated with fully fledged broch towers, which in turn presents a range of 

interpretations for the function and status of the site in its local context (see discussion by Heald and 

Jackson 2001). The excavations at Nybster and Whitegate brochs (2010 and 2011) have provided the 

opportunity to explore architectural and engineering themes in furtherance of the established research 

objectives for the Caithness Iron Age and for broch studies in general. 

 

8. The construction of the summer house was thought to have obliterated the entrance to Thrumster 

Mains and whilst this is simply an assumption, the absence of any apparent entrance elsewhere in the 

surviving part of the broch supported the assumption. The record of the site published in the RCAHMS 

Inventory (1911) states that the west side of the entrance passage could still be seen at that time. The 

position of the entrance (at 6 o’clock in MacKie’s notation) guides us to the locations of the other wall 

features within the wall of a Complex Atlantic Roundhouse or Broch. Thus, we might typically expect to 

find guard cells either side of the entrance passage, cell entrances at the 3, 9, and 11 o’clock positions 

and a stairway between the 9 and 11 o’clock opes. These are generalisations of course with many 

exceptions but are sufficiently common to be of some value in guiding the positioning of trenches.  
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9. Surviving records of the 19th century clearance of Thrumster suggest that the site witnessed secondary 

activity, probably in the late Iron Age and Early Historic centuries. For these reasons, and in accordance 

with the perceived pattern of post-broch activity in Caithness, there was some reason to expect 

significant broch period and post-broch-period archaeology surrounding the roundhouse itself. 

However, that expectation had to be tempered by the account in the 1815 publication of the costs of 

blasting and quarrying the crag on which the broch stands, to improve its appearance as a garden folly.  

The research agenda aimed to establish the extent and character of surviving extramural structures on 

the site. 

 

Research Questions 

 

10. The primary research questions prompted by past experience in the area, the current literature trends 

and the surviving remains pre-excavation are set out as follows: 

 

 What remains of in-situ archaeological deposits within and adjacent to the broch?  

 Did the antiquarian investigation destroy the entrance to the broch or do vestiges remain?  

 Does evidence for contemporary or later settlement exist outwith the broch?  

 What evidence does the broch wall preserve of the construction, maintenance and destruction of 

the monument? 

 

 

The Excavations 

 

11. Figure 1_1 reveals the layout of the trenches excavated to explore the structure of the broch, 

distinguishing between those planned in advance and those opened in addition to explore specific 

problems. They were selected initially to maximise exploration of the internal floor and wallhead in an 

attempt to address Research Questions i), ii) and iv) and Research Question iii) would be addressed by 

the extension of the East, West and North Trenches beyond the ambit of the walls. It was 

acknowledged that the landscaping of the monument and the reduction and levelling of the surviving 

walls seemed to offer restricted scope for discovery of in situ archaeology within the broch or 

architectural detail within the latter. 

 

Landscaping between 1780 and 2000 

 

12. Evidence for the landscaping of the broch and its immediate environs has been revealed in virtually all 

of the excavated trenches. In the descriptions which follow, reference is made to the trenches, T1 to 

T9, for the locations of which see Figure 1_1. Pre-excavation, the monument was covered in rank 

vegetation, flourishing on a rich garden loam. This topsoil was 10 to 12 cm deep, worm sorted and 

generally defined at its lower boundary by a classic worm horizon of small pebbles. Under the topsoil, 

the deposit varied but usually comprised a version of the top soil with the addition of more stone. This 

was interpreted as a landscaping deposit. It varied in depth around the circuit of the broch and this was 

interpreted as evidence of the intention to create relatively level surfaces, especially on the wallhead. It 
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seems probable that the wall’s fabric had been deliberately reduced in some areas before cloaking in a 

thin topsoil. In contrast, on the outer edge of T9 and inner and outer edges of T6, for example, deposits 

of small stones (typically not more than 300 mm in maximum dimension) were laid in a topsoil matrix 

to build up and level the upper surface of the wall (Figure 0_4). The broch wall survives in the 

southwest quadrant as a greatly reduced vestige and the landscapers, possibly misreading the surviving 

elements, restricted their reconstruction of the wall head in this area to the inner 60% of its true width.  

 

Materials used 

 

13. As the following account will show, the wall structure of the ground floor broch, outwith the wall voids, 

was built as a solid masonry mass throughout. With the exception of small amounts of soil percolated 

down from the current A-horizon, there is little or no soil, small stones or quarry brash within the fabric 

of the wall. The deposits used to form the hard landscaping seem to include, in their lower parts, 

quarry spoil ranging from rock flour to small angular stones that rarely exceed 300 mm in maximum 

dimension. The upper part of the evolved soil profile demonstrates a deepened B-horizon overlain, as 

noted, by a stone-free worm sorted topsoil. This material covers the wall heads and fills the tops of 

chambers and galleries. It fills in hollows and levels the land on the east of the broch over a large area 

ranging from 20 cm to over 1 m in depth. By a conservative estimate the landscapers used something in 

the region of 10,000 tonnes of material in the preparation of this monument as a garden feature. There 

is nothing in the spoil that demonstrates the material is alien to the site, albeit that the historical 

narrative clearly indicates otherwise (below).  

 

14. We have examined the stone used in construction throughout the broch and recorded a significant 

sample of it in considerable detail. Specific, and in some instances extensive, signs of catastrophic 

damage to stones within the brochs fabric have been noted (see for example the masonry adjacent to 

the western entrance; Figures 0_5). The term ‘catastrophic failure’ is used here to record major 

deformation of the fabric of the structure leading to structural collapse of all or part of it. Its occurrence 

is deduced from the condition of the surviving masonry.  This is characterised by the presence of crack-

swarms and of some individual stones that have been shattered by insupportable compression forces. 

The cracked stones tend to generate two or three large fragments and a small volume of quarry-spoil-

sized fragments while the badly crushed stones are sometimes reduced in total to quarry spoil. Even so, 

it will be clear that the volume of ‘quarry spoil’ created in such circumstances is very small in 

proportion to the volume of surviving masonry; in general less than 5%. Furthermore it is created by 

traumatic destruction, not by decay. There was, in fact, very little instance of decay amongst the many 

hundreds of visible building stones. Such decay as could be observed was mainly restricted to the 

erosion of the softer beds in the faces of exposed stones and this, in general, was not sufficiently 

progressed to fragment the stones involved. It would be special pleading indeed to suggest that those 

stones which could decay, had decayed, and that no stone of this type had survived on site. We are 

forced, therefore, to the conclusion that the quarry spoil was produced by human activity and in 

addition, that that activity had also involved the direct importation of soil. When this happened is a 

matter that will be addressed later. This, of course bears on the issue of whether we may assume that 

this monument had never been a broch tower because there is insufficient material surviving on and 

around it from which to construct a tower. Indeed, there is insufficient material on and around it to 

bring the wall head more than 10 to 20 cm above its current height of c 1m and certainly not enough to 

bring it to head height nor complete the gallery roof nor lintel the entrance nor bring the wall to the 
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current general level in the southwest quadrant. The absence of evidence on this monument is clearly 

not evidence of absence. 

 

Ruins in the landscape 

 

15. Thrumster is not the only broch in Caithness to have been remodelled as a garden folly and there are 

several brochs that may never have formed part of any designed landscape but which have been 

brought to a similar profile to that of Thrumster; most notably the monument at Nybster, on its cliff-

edge location, Whitegate, near Keiss harbour, and Achvarasdale. In addition, the broch at Dunbeath 

was largely rebuilt above the scarcement level and the surrounding trees planted to enhance its 

setting. The Victorian excavations undertaken by Sir Francis Tress Barry (1825-1907) in Caithness were 

‘conserved’ by the excavator, as his photographic archives indicate. He is known to have excavated 

some 13 brochs in Caithness but these cannot all be identified. Nybster is one where his engagement is 

commemorated with a personal monument built for Tress Barry and decorated by John Nicholson, his 

local agent; a rustic sculptor and accomplished water colourist. The excavations at Nybster revealed 

that the wall head had been brought to a level, no earlier than the Pictish period, with some areas of 

the wall built up and others reduced, to give a wide level wallhead, redolent of Thrumster. 

 

Thrumster: the garden monument 

 

16.  Prior to excavation Thrumster Mains Broch, as noted above, presented as a penannular and largely 

grass-covered flat-topped bank with a square, mortared masonry summer house, now unroofed, sitting 

in a gap on its south side (Figure 1_1 & 0_3). No other gap was visible in the circuit of the broch and dry 

stone masonry was visible over the greater part of the full circuit of the surviving monument; inside and 

out. Figure 0_2 is a scaled sketch-section by William Shearer, drawn in 1871. In a note, handwritten on 

the illustration, (Figure 0_2), Shearer noted that that the broch had been excavated 50 years earlier, 

and its interior converted to a garden. His section of the broch is scaled at 4 ft to the inch and the 

actual cross-sections through the broch walls appear to be conventional representations. The drawing 

appears to illustrate an infilled broch interior or, and perhaps more probably, debris sloping down from 

the wall-head to the ground level all the way round the west half of the broch interior. A similar slope 

of what may be stones is shown against the outer wallface on the south side. In addition, the caption 

describes the broch as ‘Thrumster Broch Old Garden’. It may be deduced from these indications that 

the garden to which he refers had fallen into desuetude by 1871. Note also that there is no record of 

the Summer House at the south end of the sketch section. The summer house may therefore be 

understood to post-date 1871. Neither is there any indication that preservation at the south side of the 

broch was any different to that at the north side, which, in turn, implies that the creation of the gap for 

the subsequent, surviving, summer house caused the destruction at the south side and the attenuation 

of the wall in the southwest quadrant occurred after 1871 (Figure 0_3). 

 

17. The writer is grateful to the eminent Caithness historian, George Watson, for drawing his attention to 

the account published in 1815 of works undertaken in improvement of the lands at Thrumster. Under 

the heading ‘State of improvements by David Brodie, Esq, of Hopeville on the Lands of Thrumster, 

Ulbster, &c. the property of the Right Hon. Sir John Sinclair, Bart.’ The lavish sum of £250_0_0 was 

spent, per the following record, on the creation of: 
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‘New oval garden, forced by blasting and quarrying rocks around the Pictish tower, and 

carrying earth to cover rocks, formerly all rugged crag, and an eyesore on the farm.’  

 

(Henderson 1815, 22-3)  

 

18. This record is consistent with Shearer’s note that a garden was made here some 50 years before the 

date of his drawing in 1871.  The scale of the expenditure is worthy of comment because it is only just 

less than a quarter of the cost of the major expansion of Thrumster House. Indeed, the building a two 

storey tile-with-overlying-thatch house nearby only cost £160_0_0.  

 

19. It seems necessary to conclude that the works described in 1815 are those identified by Shearer as 

taking place about 50 years before his survey. The property’s current owner has published a note on 

the history of Thrumster House and she notes that; ‘The main part of Thrumster house was built in 

1790 by David Brodie of Hopeville, who was a tenant of Sir John Sinclair…’ (Isla MacLeod). It may be 

concluded, therefore that the large oval enclosure containing the rocky mound on which the 

monument sits was converted by extensive landscaping works into a garden for the newly extended 

house in or about 1790. 

 

20. In an appendix to his account of various Caithness brochs, published in 1890, but read before the 

Society in 1871, Joseph Anderson listed the broch at Thrumster Mains, which he described as follows: 

 

9. Thrumster, in the plantation at Thrumster House, cleared out, and the area utilised as part 

of a flower-garden. A skeleton was found buried in a cist of slabs in the rubbish of the 

mound. The long-handled comb, presented to the Museum by Mr Innes of Thrumster in 

1783, seems to have come from this broch.  

 

(Anderson 1890, 187) 

 

21. The RCAHMS Inventory for Caithness records a visit to Thrumster in 1910, from which the account, 

printed the following year, is drawn. For its interest, that description is recorded in full below. 

 

502 Broch, Thrumster.   Within a small paddock to the S. of the avenue leading to Thrumster House 

from the E, and on a slight elevation, are the remains of a broch. The structure has been cleared out and 

a portion of the wall towards the S. removed, the ruins of a summer-house  occupying the site. The 

interior diameter is 36’, the width of the wall at base about 15’, and at 3’6” elevation 13’6” to 14’. The 

greatest height remaining exteriorly and interiorly is 3’ 6”.  The entrance appears to have been from the 

S. The left or W. wall of the passage seems to remain: the other side has been removed. Some 18’ along 

the inner circumference from the interior end of the entrance passage wall there appears to be a built up 

entrance about 3’ 6” wide. The top of the wall is covered with turf, and no remains of chambers are 

visible. When the broch was excavated a skeleton was found buried in a cist of slabs in the mould 

heaped up against the outside of the fabric. A long-handled weaving comb, presented to the National 

Museum of Antiquities, Edinburgh, in 1783 by Mr William Innes of Thrumster, is believed also to have 

been found.  See Archaeologia Scottica V, pt i, p, 187; New Stat Acct Scott, etc, xv, p.137. 

 

(RCAHMS 1911, 10) 

 

22. These documents, taken at face value, represent activities associated with the monument between 

about 1783 and the current date. If the long handled comb does in fact come from the broch, and this 

is not clearly established, then some intervention in or about the monument took place at this date. 
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Extensive, and expensive, works were undertaken in or about 1815 which included expansion of 

Thrumster House in association with which the rough ground around the broch was blasted to clear 

rocky outcrops and the interior was cleared out to furnish a flower garden. There is no evidence for the 

construction of a summer house even in the early 1800s and even in 1871, William Shearer does not 

record the existence of a summer house in his dimensioned sketch. The RCAHMS inventory records the 

remains of a ruined summer house, for the construction of which, part of the broch wall had been 

removed. It may be deduced that this summerhouse is not the one which now survives on the site 

because the latter has required the removal of the entrance in full, whilst the 1911 description notes 

the survival of the west wall of the entrance passage. No trace of this now survives and indeed, this is 

the most ruinous area of the broch wall. The present summer house is therefore likely to have been a 

Victorian addition, possibly overlying the remains of an earlier, and perhaps smaller, model.  

 

23. It is not impossible that Francis Tress Barry, who arrived in Caithness in 1890, further investigated the 

monument during the Victorian period. While there is no direct evidence to support this contention, he 

was active in the area and his characteristic signature appears to have been the exposure of wallfaces 

and bringing of the wall heads of the brochs he excavated to level, grass-covered surfaces by the use of 

dumped materials; a practice that was followed at Thrumster (below). It is no less likely that the work 

at Thrumster merely followed his lead, given the interests of local landowners in their monuments 

during the Victorian period. 

 

The Excavated evidence for use of the broch as a garden or garden folly 

 

Superincumbent deposits in the south east quadrant   

 

24. Deturfing of the trenches across the broch wall revealed a set of landscaping deposits that varied only 

in depth and stone content. In the case of the east-side trench, T6 (Figure 0_4), deturfing revealed a 

thick deposit of dark soil with small stone inclusions [02]1. This was contained and revetted by rather 

insubstantial walls of small stones (Figure 0_4) at either side of the wall-head. The constructed inner 

wall face was only one stone thick and, as noted, was built from rather insubstantial stones (Figure 

0_4). At the outer wallhead, the landscaping deposits were used to profile the surface without the need 

for wall building (Figure 0_4). Immediately behind the wall face, a dump of stones was used to revet 

the wall face and the landscaping soil filled the voids between them (Figure 0_4). The soil used to infill 

voids along the mid-line of the wall was relatively stone-free.  

 

Work in Trench T5 

 

                                                 

 

 

 

 
1
 The use of square brackets denotes context numbers that identify the depositional units in which the monument’s 

excavation was recorded. 
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25. Removal of the landscaping deposits from Trench T5 (Figure 0_5) revealed that the core structure of 

the broch wall had been quarried out but was then infilled with broken stone and landscaping soil. 

Some of the original core survives in the southern half of the trench (right hand side in Figure 0_6) and 

the division in the core is reflected in the differences in the masonry observed in the outer wall-face of 

the core (Figure 0_7). Whilst it is not unambiguous, the absence of deposits other than the landscaping 

deposits implies that the wall core void and adjacent wall-faces were clear of naturally formed or 

accumulated soils before they were infilled with the landscaping deposits revealed in this excavation.  

 

26.  The prevalence of stone splinters in the deeper part of the infill deposit may imply that stone removed 

from this void was worked on site, the spoil being cast back into the quarry void together with stones 

too small to be worth taking. The mass was then landscaped to match the new profile of the wall. The 

outer broch wallface at T5 kinks inwards (Figure 0_8), more or less in line with the masonry break in the 

outer core wall noted above.  

 

27. The landscaping soil evidence and the evidence for the differentiation in the wall core, together with 

the evidence for the kink in the outer wall and the discontinuity in the outer core wall, all point to 

remodelling of the broch wall in this area. The landscaping deposits touch all of the features described 

and it is possible, perhaps probable, that all of this digging out of original stone and its replacement 

with other masonry and its burial under garden soil all took place in the Regency/Victorian period as a 

consequence of landscape gardening. However, the care exercised in the rebuilding of the core and 

outer walls is sufficiently dissonant with the rather crude reforming of the wallhead profile (with 

dumped deposits of small stones and garden soil) to demonstrate that the quarrying out and 

subsequent rebuild of the walls and core may date to another episode or have been the responsibility 

of another party. It is clearly less probable that the landscape gardeners would undertake relatively 

sensitive reconstruction works on the walls of the broch at a lower and hidden level when they used 

stone and soil mixes to reform the wall head, which would remain visible. 

 

28. The rows of large stones laid out on the pre-excavation ground surface of the wallhead at T5 indicate 

that the locations of the core wall’s wallfaces were known to the landscapers. It also reveals a specific 

interest in representing at the re-formed ground surface the lines of the wall-faces buried within the 

wall thickness. Thus, the landscape gardeners were cognisant of the broch structure, or more likely 

were in part directed by someone who had that knowledge and who wished to have the infrastructure 

of the broch wall represented in the final product.  

 

 

Superincumbent deposits in the northwest quadrant. 

 

29. In Trenches T3 and T9 and in their extensions along the wallhead, the landscaping deposits varied in 

thickness, but are mainly very shallow. The intra-mural gallery that runs along this section of the broch 

wall was infilled with two deposits, that vary only in the proportion of stone they contain. Both, 

however, were distinctly different from the overlying landscaping deposits, albeit that the boundary 

separating landscaping from infill deposits was neither clear nor abrupt, and some intermixing by 

bioturbation was clearly discernable. The landscaping of the wallhead in the northwest quadrant used 

precisely the same techniques as those detailed here for T5 and T6 and evidence for this may be 

discerned in the illustrations provided for Trenches T3, T9 and T4.  



Community Excavations At Thrumster Broch 2011: Final Report 

© AOC Archaeology 2012      |    PAGE 13 OF 77     |    www.aocarchaeology.com 

 

30. In all areas, the landscaping walls, which were poorly built (above) have given way, especially on the 

inner side, and soil from the wallhead has fallen into the broch interior, creating a series of 

discontinuous sloping deposits against the inner wallface. The loss of soil from the wallhead to the foot 

of the internal wallface is more clearly demonstrated in the northeast quadrant than anywhere else 

around the broch’s circuit (Figure 0_9). The fallen soil, and the absence from it of fallen building stone 

from the original broch construction demonstrate beyond reasonable doubt that the broch wall was 

denuded of natural collapse and decay products at some time in the recent past, and was fully exposed 

to view.  

 

Superincumbent deposits in the broch interior: Trenches T1 and T2 

 

31. Opposing southeast (T1) and northwest (T2) quadrants of the broch interior were stripped of topsoil, 

down to a compacted light brown stony clay soil overlying bedrock. The latter, in some places, was 

clearly an undisturbed head deposit, a natural formation on the top of the bedrock. In others it had 

been disturbed. The topsoil was another expression of the landscaping deposits covering the 

monument. At the north most end of T2, ephemeral archaeological features and some associated 

artefactual material was discovered in the disturbed head deposits abutting and underlying the 

innermost wall of the broch (below). No prehistoric materials were recovered from the landscaping 

deposits in the interior. 

 

32. Close to the geometric centre of the interior a large pit was found, quarried into the bedrock (Figure 

0_10 a & b). The bedrock was a massively bedded sandstone deposit more than a metre thick. This hole 

had been blasted out, probably using black powder as the explosive. Half of the circumference of a 

small shot hole, roughly ¾ inch in diameter was noted on the surviving bedrock within the hole. 

Advantage had been taken of a shelf of undisturbed rock beside the deepest part of the blasted hole to 

rivet an iron strap (3 cm wide, <1 cm thick and circa 1m long) to the bedrock. In plan the strap had been 

worked into a keyhole shape the two long sides of which were flattened and riveted to the bedrock 

whilst the curved element formed the socket for, it is assumed, a flagpole or the like (Figure 0_11). The 

use of blasting associates the creation of this flagpole socket with the documented use of blasting in 

the 1790 landscaping of the area. 

 

33.  However, the greater part of a late Victorian sponge ware bowl was found resting on the bottom of the 

blasted hole (Figure 0_12) adjacent to the flagpole socket. If not actually created in the Late Victorian 

period it is clear that blasted hole was opened at that time and economy of hypothesis, if nothing else, 

suggests that this was indeed the date of its creation. I am grateful to my colleague Mr George 

Haggarty for his identification of this vessel and for the following comments on it.   

 

Conclusion 

 

34. The knoll and the broch set upon it near Thrumster House have been landscaped and gardened since at 

least 1790. The final form of the monument is almost entirely an artefact of that landscape gardening. 

However, this masks what can only be described as an archaeological, or antiquarian, intervention 

which took place shortly before the broch was brought to the form in which it was found immediately 

pre-excavation. All the collapse that might be anticipated with the decomposition of a great structure 
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like a broch, whether sensu Atlantic Roundhouse or sensu broch tower, all of that is missing from this 

site. We know that this removal continued or was initiated with the major building programme on the 

estate in 1790 and it is clear that the broch continued to be a focus for interest until late in the 

Victorian Period.  

 

35. The final landscaping of the broch itself comprised the creation of a wide level wallhead promenade to 

which access was provided by a ramp that approaches from the north east. Beneath the landscaping 

deposits, structural elements of the broch had been excavated and reshaped or reconstructed and the 

knowledge of that internal structure was transmitted to the landscape gardeners and represented by 

them in the addition of stone flags to the upper surface, to represent the underlying complexity. All of 

this points towards the indefatigable Tress Barry, or to an imitator of his works. The scale of Barry’s 

activities amongst the antiquities of the county is only now becoming clear. The Cambridge Journal 

notes with regret that; 

 

 It was Sir Francis Barry's intention to publish a full account of these most interesting 

prehistoric remains, but save for a small octavo pamphlet they have no record by him. 

 

36. Their sense of regret is one that must be shared by modern scholars. 

 

The Broch Interior 

 

37. The interior of the broch comprises two elements, the innermost wallface and the floor levels 

contained by that wallface. Elements of the wallface are considered in detail below but it may prove 

helpful to note here that it is not a single build and its building, rebuilding and refurbishment over time 

began very early in the history of the broch and continued to the recent past. 

 

38. The floor deposits in the broch were investigated in two quadrant trenches, T1 and T2 (Figure 1_1) in 

the southeast and northwest quadrants, respectively. Note that their axes are rotated, anticlockwise, 

away from north/south and east/west to avoid the Summer House. Before excavation, the central area 

of the broch was relatively flat and relatively horizontal. However, an annulus of deposits, roughly 3 m 

wide,  formed a shallow and variable slope abutting the wallface on all sides. This derived from the 

wallhead, by solifluction and localised collapse, or from the introduction of soil for gardening purposes 

(Figure 2_1).  

 

 

T1, the southeast quadrant: Soil Deposits 

 

39. The superficial deposits in T1 comprised the topsoil [01] overlying a deposit of varying depth of garden 

soil, referred to here as the landscaping deposit [02]. The topsoil was a dark brown to black loam with 

heavy root penetration and it averaged 20 cm deep in T1. The topsoil was stripped from the whole of 

the quadrant, revealing a level, landscaping deposit of dark soil with relatively few stone inclusions, all 

of which were small stones. The bulk of this deposit was left undisturbed and a trench, nominally 1 m 

wide was excavated to bedrock along the northern arm of the quadrant, from the broch centre  to the 

inner wallface. 
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40. The landscaping deposit revealed in this trench was up to 25 cm deep, where it occurred but in places 

the topsoil rested directly onto bedrock. The bedrock had been cleared of all deposits at some time in 

the relatively recent past, and had been quarried. It comprised strata, averaging 10 cm thick, of a very 

hard sandstone lying at a shallow angle (average, 18 degrees) which dipped westwards (Figure 2_2), i.e. 

it sloped upwards from the west to the east. 

 

41. At the junction of the trench with innermost lining wallface, two soil layers were noted under the latter. 

The lower of these [25] was a light-, to mid-brown loamy soil, very dry, strongly crumbly with many 

roots; pores in peds have clay linings. Variable but high stone content from >25% to 80%. lying under a 

darker less stony deposit. The upper of the two layers under the inner lining wall [24] was a dark brown 

soil with crumby texture, very dry, with masses of fine roots; many pores. About 15% stone slabs (5 by 

8cm). This was in turn overlain by lowest courses of the local expression of the innermost wallface. 

Floatation of a sample from [24] produced carbonised materials from which a single barley seed was 

selected for radiocarbon dating. This returned a radiocarbon determination of 2050 ± 30 uncal bp, 

equivalent with 100 uncal bc, with a δ 13C value of -22.9. 

 

T1, the southeast quadrant and the central feature 

 

42. Close to the broch centre, a large deep hole was discovered, which on excavation (Figure 0_10b) 

proved to have been blasted out from the bedrock, presumably in the landscaping works of 18th or 19th 

century date (above). The iron strap-work, riveted to the bedrock in this hole, (above) was probably 

used to hold a flagpole. The hole extended into the northwest quadrant also and in that quadrant, a 

sponge-ware bowl of late Victorian type had been placed on the bottom of the pit protected, to a 

degree, by the stones placed around it. This can be dated to the final decades of the nineteenth century 

or the first decade of the twentieth. The packing stones within the central feature are probably derived 

from this blasting operation and under them a small accumulation of soil, mainly a silty, sandy clay with 

some small stone inclusions had percolated into the hole.  

 

T2, the northwest quadrant: Soil Deposits 

 

43. The bedrock in T2 differed from that in T1 by being rather more level and having rounded surface 

profiles, thus lacking evidence for quarrying in the past. Like T1, it was overlain by landscaping deposits 

and topsoil ([02] and [01] resp). However, its most significant difference lay in the survival beneath the 

landscaping soil of an annulus of prehistoric deposits which extended from the innermost wallface to 

within 1 to 1.5 m of the central area of the interior. An heterogeneous deposit [15], was noted under 

the landscaping soil, which was in places displayed a mixture of the characteristics of the landscaping 

soil [02] and the underlying deposit. The latter, i.e. [15], [57] and [59],  were interpreted as a 

manifestations of a single deposit, the upper surface of which had been disturbed during the 

introduction of the landscaping soil. Overall the deposit varied from 2 cm to about 7 cm thick. White 

lenses were present towards the bottom of the light brown loamy matrix, with some large stones (>1 

m) were noted, which with further  excavation proved to be bedrock. Initially interpreted as ‘head’ or 

material weathered in situ from the bedrock, the white deposits were seen to be a leached version of 

[15] lying directly onto bedrock. The discovery, closer to the wall, of a further deposit [67] under the 

white soil supports this interpretation of the white soil. Where larger stones had rested on or in 

[15/57/59], these had sometimes settled through the white and black layers, leaving a mottled surface 
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on their removal. The presence of mottles without stones hints at the earlier removal of large stones 

from the broch interior. 

 

44. Layer [15/57/59] contained prehistoric pot sherds and a spindle whorl (Figure 2_4). As noted above, 

excavation closer to the broch wall demonstrated that the white mottles seen noted further out 

coalesced into a distinct white deposit of leached soil, under which, a black layer [67] was discovered. 

This proved to be an extensive layer of black greasy soil, rich in charcoal, underlying the heterogeneous 

[15/57/59]  soils within c. 1 m of the broch wall.  

 

45.  It became clear that the brown, white and black layers ran under the inner lining wall (ILW) and 

therefore a small section of that wallface was stripped down to bedrock. This confirmed that they did in 

fact lie under the ILW and abut the inner wallface of the inner core wall.  

 

46. Towards the north western corner of the quadrant the leached version of [15/57/59] was not well 

evolved and in a somewhat deeper version of the brown soil expression of this deposit a number of 

ephemeral archaeological traces were detected. These took the form of edge set stone slabs without 

apparent organisation but generally trending to the radial. Careful excavation of their settings could 

with difficulty identify possible sockets only for the larger stones and these sockets may be no more 

than soil modified by the presence of the stones themselves. It did not prove possible to interpret these 

remains with any confidence and it is not impossible that they represent the vestigial remains of broch 

furnishings or even of large slabs fallen from the original wallhead and impacted into the subsoil of 

[15/57/59].  

 

47. A small pit [73], measuring, initially, 37 by 38 cm was excavated, part of which underlies the innermost 

broch wall face.  Its fill is a brown unconsolidated soil with c 2% charcoal. This cut through [67] the 

extensive black layer. Fully excavated it was 50cm by 68cm (along and radial to the wall, resp) with 34 

cm of its plan-form lying under the wall face. Although no distinct post pipe could be discerned, this 

does seem to have been a post hole, the unconsolidated core of its infill representing a post-pipe 

rendered diffuse by worm action.  If it had contained a post, this would probably not have been larger 

than about 16 to 20 cm in diameter, judging from the diameter of the flat base of the hole. Two basal 

pot sherds had been included in the packing on the west side of this pit. 

 

48. The presence of this post hole may lend some support to the interpretation of the adjacent, ephemeral 

stone settings in the [15/57/59] soil as the remains, or substructure of some internal furnishing of the 

broch. 

 

The Internal Broch Wallfaces 

 

49. The innermost wallface of Thrumster broch is the visible face of an inner lining wall (ILW). Any inner 

lining wall is necessarily secondary to the inner wallface of the core structure. However, it need only 

have post-dated the core structure by one hour or one day and the general assumption that a 

significant interval separates the construction of core and lining is not a safe assumption in general. The 

structural and chronological complexity of Thrumster’s inner lining wall makes such simple assumptions 

frankly foolish. 
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50. In Figure 2_5, the Inner Lining Wall is displayed, at an early stage in the excavation. Trenches T6 and T5, 

stripped of topsoil, may be discerned on top of the wallhead, to the right. Two falls of material from the 

wallhead can be seen; the first stretching from T8 for about 5 m northwards and the second from the 

mid point of T6 northwards to the southern edge of T5. Dark staining on the stones of the wallface 

beneath show how the fallen matter was mounded up against the wallface. 

  

51. Excavation has shown that the small shalestone wall segment between these two falls was inserted by 

the landscapers (above). The lower part of the wallface comprises very much larger and more block-like 

stones. These stones, in the wallface below/in line with T5 are very heavily cracked and crazed and look 

as if they have been burned, albeit that no vitrification can be seen. The upper part of the inner 

wallface adjacent to T5 is made up of larger stones also but these have not been brought to a fair face 

and are not in alignment with the lower stones. On balance, then, it is difficult to escape the conclusion 

that the ILW is not of one build. Its lower parts, up to 6 courses high, is earlier than the upper courses 

of thin slabs and misaligned stonework. In addition, it is not difficult to find apparent building breaks 

even on the lower masonry. 

 

52. In Figure 2_5 the stonework abutting the intramural gallery is displayed and the complexity of its 

coursing is immediately obvious. Based on the nature of the stone used and the levelling and regularity 

of coursing, a series of subdivisions were identified on site in an effort to interpret the complexity of 

the wall. Subsequent excavation in areas T3 and T9 confirmed the identification of some of the discrete 

masonry areas as indicative of discrete constructional episodes (below). The latter include the 

construction, use and subsequent blocking of an entrance on the west of the broch (T3) and the 

construction, use and blocking of an entrance to the gallery between T3 and T9 as well as the final 

landscaping of the wallhead in the area.  

 

53. At Thrumster it is possible to see many apparent discontinuities in  the masonry of the ILW. As will be 

made clear below, some parts of the wall were constructed in the initial building of the core structure 

and some clearly post date because they are set on archaeological deposits which abut the core 

structure walls. It will be clear that the simple question of whether the ILW was a feature of the 

primary build on site or a secondary insertion has only simplicity on its side. It is based on the false 

assumption that a stone wall must necessarily be of a single period of construction. Thrumster gives the 

lie to that assumption. 

 

 

 

OUTSIDE THE BROCH 

 

54. The outermost broch wall, unlike the innermost, seems to be a single coherent build, however, as 

noted above, it has been rebuilt or refashioned adjacent to T5. It will become apparent (below) that it 

has similarly been reformed on the outside of the western entrance (T3, below) and outside the wall-

cell (T4, below). In an attempt to arrive at some objective measure of its constructional coherence, the 

variations in level of continuous courses were measured all the way round the circumference of the 

broch. This revealed that the lower courses were level to within 6 cm over the monument’s 

circumference. However, the upper courses were only level to within 37 cm. This difference is 
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interpreted as indicative of modification in the upper courses, even though it has not proved possible 

to indicate the precise location of those modifications.  

 

55. It is concluded that the outer lining wall (OLW) was treated as an aesthetic screening for the monument 

proper and that it was skilfully maintained, and in places even rebuilt, leaving little or no trace of the 

work entailed. It will become clear that like the ILW, the OLW is a diachronic structure, parts of which 

are no doubt early (Figure 2_8), but some parts of which, like those outwith the T4 modification, are 

necessarily late. Neither the OLW (Figure 2_6) nor the ILW (Figure 2_7) is bonded into the fabric of the 

core structure. It has not been the practice to treat the outer wall element of the ground floor broch as 

a secondary element, and yet, at Thrumster, it stands in exactly the same relationship to the core 

structure as does the ILW. 

 

56. The clearest constructional sequence for the outer lining wall is that observed in Trench T6, q.v. There a 

hollow in the cleared bedrock had been infilled with small stones over which a foundation plinth had 

been formed. The curved OLW of the broch wall then crossed this linear plinth. The OLW was part of 

the original design concept of this monument, at least in the area of T6 but equally clearly, it was 

redesigned following the closure of the T4 passage (below), in antiquity. The misalignment of the 

wallface in T5 may indicate a repair or replacement in more recent times, possibly in the last century or 

two. 

 

THE ARCHITECTURE AND ENGINEERING OF THE BROCH WALL 

 

57. Before the current excavation, the broch at Thrumster was thought to be a solid based roundhouse, 

devoid of intramural features. In reality, the cross wall trenches, T3, T4, T5, T6, T8 and T9 (with 

wallhead extensions T9S and T9N), all revealed different structural compositions (Figure 1_1). The 

discovery of a blocked western entrance, and of a gallery within the northwest wall raised problems 

during excavation that were addressed by opening an additional wallhead trench running 

circumferentially from the western entrance, south of T3, through T9 to T4. The wall trenches are 

discussed below, anticlockwise from T8, at the southeast terminal of the wall. 

 

Trench T8: The southeast flank of the breach in the broch wall 

 

58. This trench was characterised by the presence of a massively built original or authentic core structure 

between slighter inner and outer walls (now vestigial) around and over which a flimsy wall was built by 

the landscapers. Figure 8_1 is a plan and Figure 8_2 an elevation of the cutting and both record the 

essential features. The core structure comprises two walls [18] on the right, or outer side and [19] on 

the left, or inner side (outer and inner refer to the monuments outer and inner aspects and left and 

right to the view looking into T8 from the west).  

 

59. Wall [18],  is built from massive stones of local origin. Built with a battered outer face the slope of 

which matches the natural cleavage of the stone. The outer faces of the stones are somewhat 

weathered with rounded edges and some erosional pitting. This weathering was interpreted as 

indicative of the quarrying of the stones from an exposed face. This is a major load-bearing wall. It 

forms the outer wallface of the intramural void. Wall [19], like [18], is also a massively built load-

bearing wall. It is constructed from large blocks, similar to those of [18] but is somewhat less regular 
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overall. It is built in successive courses of stretchers and risers, maximising its structural integrity. The 

landscaping of this terminal of the broch wall in T8 exposed two large stones near the head of this wall 

which had been displaced and were further undermined by subsequent erosion. Originally identified as 

a separate structural element it became clear that these [04] stones were displaced elements of wall 

[19]. 

 

60. An intramural void was created in the space between walls [18] and [19]. A thin layer of dark soil [66] 

was noted at the base of the void, overlying bedrock. It measures 2 to 6 cm deep) and was a very dark 

brown to black, clayey layer. It runs under both walls, most clearly under [18] where it seems to fill a 

hollow in the bedrock underlying the wall (see section Figure 8_3). However, closer to the outer end of 

the void, there was no evidence for [66]; either it never occurred there or it had been removed prior to 

wall building. Layer [66] is interpreted as a pre-gallery deposit and in consequence, probably pre-broch 

also. Within the core void, Layer [66] was overlain by Layer [21], a 20 cm deep layer of brown soil with 

very small fragments of sharp, shale stones. This was interpreted on site as material that had filtered 

down onto the gallery's bedrock floor or onto [66] where that existed. Floatation of samples from [66] 

returned no organic materials but [21] contained carbonised remains and a single Hordium grain was 

submitted for radiocarbon determination (below). These two intramural deposits are thought to be 

prehistoric in date. 

 

61. Overlying the deposits thought to be prehistoric, the greater part of the intramural void is filled with 

layer [20]. This is a deposit of many small to medium (1-30 cm) angular and rounded stones and brash 

material similar to that seen in [02] and [16] but unlike these two, Layer [20] is relatively soil free. It 

was some 70 cm deep and filled the space between [18] and 019.  It was initially interpreted as 

evidence of broch collapse but it was lacking sufficient stones of the size conventionally used in broch 

construction for this to be a credible interpretation. It is more likely to have resulted from quarrying, 

possibly associated with collapse, and working of broch stone on site. (Figure 8_4). 

 

62. Above Layer [20] lies a deposit [16] which is possibly transitional between [20] and the overlying 

landscaping soil [02]. Layer [16] lies within the top of the intra mural void in T8. Thin, sharp edged 

stones up to 10 cm by 5 cm by 2 cm are set in a matrix rich in smaller stone fragments and a little 

brown mineral soil. The amount of soil present in the matrix reduces with depth. This is interpreted as a 

deposit of quarry spoil, possibly from the working on site of the stone of the broch for reuse elsewhere. 

The ubiquitous landscaping soil overlies [16] and this in turn is covered in worm-sorted topsoil [01].  

63. Outside the core structure, to the south, Wall [26] is the outermost broch wall face. It runs out 1.7 m 

from the section face and survives to a height of 1.3 m, being c. 0.85 m thick. The space between this 

outer wall and the core structure , some 1.5 m wide, is filled with flat slabs. Running across the inner 

edge of the broch’s outer wall is a slightly-built, one-stone-thick wall [17/27] which survives to three or 

four courses at best. The upper part of the gap between the [17/27] landscaping wall and the core 

structure of the broch contained Layer [47] a brown brashy soil which also lay within the stones of the 

landscaping wall. Above this layer lay the general landscaping deposit [02] and the topsoil.  

 

64. The [17/27] wall diverges from the underlying broch wall [26] and turns westwards in a shallow curve 

and then north, across the ends of Walls [18] and [19] to terminate roughly in line with the inner 

wallface of the  inner lining wall [11]. A short stretch of now rather spread stonework once completed 

the connection to the Inner Lining Wall’s wall-end. The ephemeral wall is clearly later than all the other 

structures in T8 and is interpreted as a landscaping feature used to round off the broken end of the 
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broch wall following the insertion of the summer house. A small amount of mortar was used in the 

construction of this wall. 

 

Trench T5 and Trench T6: the east cutting 

 

65. The detailed description of Trench T5 has already been presented above for its relevance to the more 

recent landscaping of the monument. The landscaping deposits of T6 have also been described and 

discussed above and here we concentrate on the wall structure revealed in excavation and the 

sedimentary sequence observed in the deep cutting abutting the outer wallface on the east side.  

 

T6: The core structure, inner and outer walls and wallfaces   

 

66. The core structure of the broch wall in Trench T6 was very simple, albeit much altered over time. In 

essence it comprises two massively built facing walls of large thick (typically 15 cm thick) slabs. The 

inner make up of the core structure had been removed to a depth of over 1 m and the resulting void 

backfilled with landscaping deposits. In the small area of the bottom of the void that could be exposed 

in the trench, the matrix of the wall seemed to consist of smaller slabs laid horizontally and overlain 

and to a degree intermixed with smaller stone spalls. This configuration is interpreted as evidence for 

the quarrying out of useful stone for reuse elsewhere (possibly in the construction of Thrumster House) 

with the retention of the wallface stones. The absence of naturally formed sediments in the void 

suggests that this occurred not very long before the introduction of the landscaping soils. The observed 

configuration is also evidence that the core of the wall in T6 was made from horizontally laid slabs; a 

load-bearing configuration. 

 

67. At the current ground level, a curved setting of stones was observed which diverges from the circular 

curvature of the broch wall. The extension of this alignment south from T6 may lead to the slightly built 

landscaping wall that curves round the southeast end of the broch wall (in Trench T8) and was 

introduced to control the landscaping of the reconfigured wall on the east of the breach into which the 

garden house was inserted. Certainly, a break in slope of the broch wall’s flank runs from the setting in 

T6 to the [17/27] wall in T8.  

 

T6: the extramural trench 

 

68. Before the machining out of the extra-mural trench, only two courses of the wallface were visible at 

ground surface. The machine trench was cut to bedrock, at a depth of over 2 m, revealing a wallface 

(Figure 6_1) that battered back some 33 cm in a vertical rise of 2m. At the trenched location, the 

bedrock sloped down steeply and had been cleared of any natural deposits before building began. The 

lower c. 30 to 70 cm of the hollow in the bedrock had been filled with a jumbled mass of small stones 

intermixed with a stony soil matrix [32]: a mid brown gritty, sandy soil intermixed with a jumble of 

broken slabs and deepening from zero thickness, some 2 m from the wall foot,  to a depth of c 70 cm 

beneath the outer edge of the built outer wallface of the broch. Over the top of this, some four courses 

of stone interpreted as a levelling deposit over the rubble infill of the bedrock hollow. Seen from above 

(Figure 6_2), these levelling courses are set in a straight line that diverges from the curved line of the 

broch wall built directly onto them. They also project beyond the general wall line and may be viewed 

as a foundation plinth. 
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69. Some 2.5 m from the wall foot, in the section drawing (Figure 6_3) of the south face of the machine cut 

trench, may be seen a cut believed to have been made into the pre-broch local deposits to create a 

clear working area for the broch building. Radiocarbon dating has revealed that this deposit dates to a 

secondary period of reuse of the broch (see below for details). In this area a sequence of soil deposits 

[28] to [31] subsequently formed. Soil deposit [31] is the lowest of these, and formed over the rubble 

infill [32] and it abuts the plinth courses of the outer broch wall. Its matrix is a sandy clay loam, mid 

brown which constitutes 80% of the deposit the other 20% being fragments of flagstones (max 16.8; 

min 2.5; Avg 7.2) embedded in the soil and occasional coarser sandstone of a light reddish grey colour. 

No strong orientation of the stones was observed but weak trend to horizontal could be argued. 

Charcoal was a common inclusion with some pieces, up to 0.9 cm long. It has an abrupt lower boundary 

consistent with the fact that it was deposited by man and close to the edge of the construction cut it 

directly overlies bedrock. 

 

70. Deposit [30] directly overlies [31], like which it has an abrupt lower boundary but in all other respects 

presents as a less stony version of the latter. It does not abut the wall structure, being separated from 

it by a single stone, presumed fallen from the wallhead.  

 

71. Deposit [33] is a roughly triangular deposit of flagstone fragments with one or two larger flags lying 

against the wallface or over the underlying deposits  ([30] and [31]). Deposit [33] is largely comprised of 

voided stones but with some in-washed soil. It abuts the broch's outermost wall from which its upper 

boundary dips away at 30 to 40 degrees. The stones are not collinear but rarely differ in orientation 

from their neighbours by more than 15-20 degrees. There is, as noted, some soil between the stones, 

mainly at the upper boundary, from which it has in the main percolated in, making up to 35% of the 

deposit in places. The soil is greyish brown sandy loam containing very many small (<1.5cm) flakes; 

more generally the stones range from max 32.1 cm, min 1.5 cm and average13.4 cm. This deposit was 

interpreted in the field as a fall of quarry debris from higher up the broch wall, where the latter was 

being quarried for useful stone. The stones in this lens are very small and could not have been used 

structurally in the building of a broch. The virtual absence of larger building stones rather militates 

against interpreting this material as evidence for a period of natural collapse. A 1 m square sondage 

was excavated beside the machine cut trench and adjacent to the broch’s outer wallface. This 

confirmed the nature of the sedimentary sequence in general and specifically shows that the 

appearance of [33] in the recorded profiles is representative of the deposit along the wallface.  

 

72. Once the stones of [33] had settled in place, a soil [29] deposit of A-horizon type, formed against and 

into its footings. This deposit has a sharp boundary to [30], below and to [28] above. It abuts the stone 

fall [33] and it therefore has a ragged right edge (viewed in section in Figure 6_3) where stones and 

accumulating soil are commingled. When excavated back from the section face, in the sondage, the 

[29/30] interface is very mixed, with soil [29] and stone [33] together; the proportion of soil in the mix 

decreases toward the broch wallface. 

 

73. Deposit [29] is overlain by soil deposit [28] a brown relatively stone free loam which is interpreted as an 

old ground surface (OGS) surviving beneath Regency/Victorian landscaping. In the recorded section, the 

upper boundaries of [29] and [33] seem to have been cut down to a stepped surface abutting the 

wallface. Deposit [28] then formed over this prepared surface and ramped up against the wallface. 
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Finally, two facies of landscaping deposits overlie the [28] O.G.S. and are capped with the modern 

topsoil. 

 

74. The above sequences of deposits appear to have formed coherently and conformably against the 

external wallface of the broch. Towards the outer end of the machine cut trench, between 5 m and 7 m 

from the wallface, a simple and largely natural sequence of similarly conformable deposits were noted. 

These comprise [45], a basal soil layer that overlies bedrock. The soil is a grey, greasy clay loam with 

charcoal flecks. It contains about 15% stone; all small flakes of flagstone. This is interpreted as a 

disturbed C-horizon deposit of gleyed silty clay into which has been trampled a range of anthropic 

materials. The landscaping soil overlay this material and was in turn overlain by the modern topsoil. 

Given the historical evidence for hard landscaping of the area (above) the presence of a truncated C-

horizon need not occasion surprise. 

 

75. The interval between 3.5 and 5 m from the broch wallface contains an anomalous collection of deposits 

overlying a thin strip of the subsoil [45] deposit noted above. To the east end of this area, between 2.5 

and 4.5 m from the broch wallface, the subsoil [45] seems to have been removed completely and a 

deposit [61] mainly of stone set in a clay matrix has replaced it. This was initially interpreted as a small 

bank, possibly a field  boundary. However, on further consideration this is now interpreted as the 

founds and lower courses of an outer stone face of a larger stone-faced earthen bank. Only one stone 

of the inner stone face survives at the foot of the working area cleared around the broch in antiquity. 

The core of the earthen bank is made up of [44] which was interpreted as a deepened B-horizon 

formed naturally on [45] east of the broch. This is now interpreted as a combination of in situ and 

redeposited B-horizon material. The stone in clay deposit [61] initially interpreted as a bank in its own 

right is now interpreted, as noted, as the base of a stone wallface to a larger earthen bank. The subsoil 

[45] is deepest just right of [61] (in the drawn section) and it is argued that this deeper deposit of [45] 

includes the up-cast from the slot cut to house the wall-foot. If this interpretation is correct, then the 

finished wall measured some 2.5 m thick and rose to an unknown height.  A shallow pit [41] had been 

dug into its upper surface. It measures 70cm along profile and 25 cm deep at centre; its purpose is 

unknown. Its fill [46] comprises a heavily-rooted, brown soil with many small stones (>60%). 

 

76. In conclusion, therefore, it is suggested that a large stone-faced earthed bank lay about 2.5 m from the 

broch wall in this area on the east of the broch. It is known from  radiocarbon evidence to be 

contemporary with it. Its western side was cut away in the removal of material to provide a working 

space from within which work on the broch was possible. Certainly it existed as the primary deposits 

began to fill in the gap between it and the broch and its earthen core may have been the source of the 

soils in the depositional sequence. Its hypothecated stone face adjacent to the broch only survives as a 

single stone, in the excavated section, but this may be explained if, as suggested here, the bank was 

partly cut away to create an access or working corridor around the broch wall and its stone was reused 

as wall material.  

 

The radiocarbon strategy for this sedimentary sequence deployed 4 assays. Samples from [32] were dated to 

establish the age of the foundation deposits and from [31] to date the primary sediments over the 

broch wall footings. Deposit [31] was dated to fix a TAQ for the first stone fall episode of the broch. 

Finally, material from [45] was dated to provide a TPQ for the stone-faced earthen bank outwith the 

broch.  The radiocarbon determination (SUERC 38468/GU26164)  was 2065 ± 45 uncal bc with a δ13C 
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value of -21.5.) which at 2 sigma indicates a date in the interval 198 cal BC to 25 cal AD.Trench T4 and 

the intramural cell 

 

77. Trench T4 runs due north across the north-most part of the wallhead. It extended outwith the wall for 

some 5 m and this area was cleared by machine trenching (Figure 1_1). This revealed that the current 

topsoil overlay landscaping soil to varying depth and this in turn overlies bedrock. The observed lack of 

older sediments and C-horizon material outwith the broch wall is consistent with the account of the 

clearance of the landscape around the broch and the importation of landscaping soils to improve its 

appearance as a garden feature (above). 

 

78. In and under the outer footings of the broch wall the lowest courses are set in soil matrices. The lowest 

course is set in and overlies a light beige-brown sandy soil matrix with abundant yellow to orange 

mottles [215] which is tentatively identified as residual B-, or C-horizon material overlying the bedrock 

(Figure 4_1). The stones of this course are set parallel with the underlying bedrock slope and pitch 

downwards from within the wall. They differ in character from the tabular stones of the main bulk of 

the wall. It is possible that they represent an earlier phase of activity or that they form part of an ad hoc 

foundation to the wall. A wedge of soil [216] overlies the lowest course of stones and is some 10 cm 

thick at the line of the wallface (reducing in thickness into the wall). This is a mid-brown sandy loam 

with 50% stone inclusion; stones typically 5 cm in maximum dimension. The two stone courses 

overlying [216] are angular slabs that project beyond the general wallface and they may constitute a 

rough plinth course or local levelling course. The wallface stones above this level have a dark soil 

between them, at the outer face, and this is at least partly derived from the topsoil and landscaping 

soils which had abutted them. Superficially, it is possible that a building break is represented along a 

diagonal line through this area of wallface (see Figure 4_1). 

 

79. The apparent simplicity of the external wall provides a strong contrast with the nature of the internal 

wallface and the intramural arrangements in T4. Prior to excavation the internal lining wall (ILW) in the 

T4 area was largely hidden beneath a slope of fallen stone and soil (Figure 4_2). However, it seemed 

that a roughly70 cm wide section of the wall had fallen away and that stony soil from the wallhead had 

spilled into the interior forming a small scree slope of debris at some time in the past. The wall head, 

pre-excavation, was relatively level and grassed over with some large stones visible at ground surface. 

The nature of these stone settings became clearer with deturfing (Figure 4_3). Along a line outside and 

abutting the line of the Inner Lining Wall (ILW) the crown of what appeared to be a large orthostat was 

clearly visible and on the north side of T4 (marked ‘d’) whilst the square surface of a large block was 

visible some 60 cm south of it (marked ‘e’). These lined the apparent gap through which stony soil had 

fallen into the broch interior. The alignment of these stones was continued westwards in the topsoil by 

one further slab. Excavation revealed that the orthostat was simply a block of flagstone set with its 

bedding planes in the vertical, and erosion in the planes had sculpted the upper surface creating a 

superficial similarly to the other orthostats on the site. 

 

80. Closer to the midpoint of the wall a line of three slabs, concentric with the wall, entered the cutting 

from the northwest (marked ‘a’) and, following a gap of c 65 cm, a further large slab (marked ‘b’) 

continued the line of this setting into the southern edge of the cutting. Outwith this a/b stone setting 

the edge of a massive slab (marked ‘c’) could be seen spanning the gap.  
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81. Apart from these stone settings, the uppermost surface of the wallhead was made up with landscaping 

deposits of small fragments of flagstones in a dark soil matrix [02] and the stones and stone settings 

referred to above seemed to have been set in this material. However, further excavation showed that 

the linear a/b setting was the head of a structural wall, with an opening in it, and that the supposed 

orthostat and square block on the inner side of the core structure defined a matching opening which 

served as an entrance from the broch interior to a core structure within the thickness of the broch wall 

(Figure 4_6). It also revealed a second edge-set slab in the inner face of the apparent gap, parallel with 

the edge-set slab that had been visible pre-excavation. Final clearance of the structural void revealed a 

small oval cell of which all of the stones visible at the wallhead (stones a, b, d and e) were structural 

elements of the cell’s enclosing wall *50+. 

 

82. Removal of the [02] landscaping soil from within this cell revealed two dark deposits [51] and [52], the 

soil matrices of which differed only in their stone content. Both were dark soils and [52] contained 

more than 80% stone. Deposit [52] mainly occupied the western two thirds of the cell and its stone 

content seems to have fallen into the cell (Figure 4_4), forming a shallow basin of debris. Deposit [51] 

occupied the eastern third and in part underlay [52]. However, their shared matrix implies that they are 

merely immediately local variations in a single, but possibly protracted infilling of the wall void. Both 

deposits covered the centre of the cell and extended into the inner doorway, overlying the threshold 

stone. A single grain of carbonised barley from [51] has been submitted for radiocarbon dating and the 

results are awaited. A significant volume of pottery sherds was recovered from [51] and these are 

reported upon below. Taken as a whole, the deposit contained over 50 potsherds (see Artefact Report, 

below). 

 

83. In conclusion, this bipartite deposit formed over a flagged floor in the cell of T4. The lie of the stone 

spalls in the cell suggests that the deposit formed in situ with additional stone falling or being thrown 

into the empty cell from the west side when the height of the cell was not much higher than it now is.  

 

84. During the interval in which this [51/52] deposit formed, the cell was defined by the enclosing, curved 

and wall [50] (Figure 4_5) slightly corbelled at its narrow west end. The east end of the exposed cell is 

open and it must be assumed that the cell continues eastwards but clearly not as far as T6 (below), 

which is roughly 6 m eastwards. The enclosing wall [50] has an ope on the south side to give access to 

the broch interior at a height of about 50 cm above the excavated floor level in the adjacent Trench T2. 

Opposite this, in the north wall, structural element [50] was narrowed down by stone piers on either 

side of a gap (Figure 4_6).  These piers could have functioned as doorjambs to an entrance passage, had 

the void for the cell been pushed through the full thickness of the broch’s wall. This narrow gap, little 

more than 50 cm wide, between the doorjambs was blocked on both sides by slabs that were, it is 

assumed, originally set vertically; Slab ‘c’ on the outside and a much thinner slab, which, as revealed, 

had tilted forward a good deal and was overhanging the cell floor (Figure 4_7). One large blocky stone 

surrounded by smaller debris and soil was found in the space contained between the two slabs. These 

upright slabs and the material between them are not sufficiently robust to have supported much of a 

superstructure and either the cell was roofed with lintels at this point or, less probably, carried a 

corbelled roof over the cell space that was footed on the outer part of the broch wall, outwith the 

outer edge-set slab.  

 

85. If it is assumed that the cell walls had been more or less vertical at construction, it is necessary to 

conclude that the thin slab abutting the doorjamb piers on the south side had fallen inwards before the 
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[51/52] deposit had formed. Perhaps the displacement of the slab and the progressive infilling of the 

cell point to a period of abandonment and decay. 

 

86. The floor of the cell was made up of large flagstones [65] which underlie the front (south) entrance gap  

and rear (north) exit (?) gap between the doorjamb piers. To each side, east and west the cell floor is 

flagged with less massive flagstones that do not run under the cell’s end walls (Figure 4_8). Raising one 

of the lesser flagstones abutting the curved western end wall, revealed a jumble of large stones (Figure 

4_9), interpreted as structural debris, intermixed with dark soil, rich in carbonised remains [614]. A 

single grain of carbonised barley from this deposit was submitted for radiocarbon dating (below).   

 

87. The western end wall of the cell is poorly constructed (Figure 4_10) and at best poorly keyed into the 

front and rear walls. In addition, the door jambs are poorly detailed and create structurally isolated 

masonry piers (Figure 4_11). These factors, and the fact that the paving underlies the cell walls and 

overlies other structural remains, all indicate the secondary nature of this structure. West of T4, the 

core structure of the wall is a simple masonry wall with large stones in the wallfaces between which, 

smaller slabs, all laid flat, make up the load-bearing core structure (Figure 4_12). The narrow trench 

extending west of T4 runs behind the core structure wallfaces, which are just visible as an uneven 

setting of large stones in the upper right of Figure 4_12.  

 

Chaine Operatoire 

 

88. The construction sequence deduced from this evidence may be considered to begin with the formation 

of the sub-floor deposit of the cell and possibly with the lowest courses of the outer wall (above). This 

was overlain with large paving slabs and onto those, the core-structure wall with load bearing 

horizontally laid masonry core was built. It seems probable that this core structure wall was then 

breached, and an entrance from the broch interior formed, most probably to create an entrance 

passage through the broch wall thickness. In turn, this was blocked off by prising up the outermost 

paving slab and leaning it against the gap in the core-structure wall which, it is suggested, is the large 

edge-set slab outwith the cell. The outer wall which had been stripped away for the entrance 

construction, was again stripped down and its relaid stones actually abut the back of the edge set slab, 

as observed in a 50 cm sq sondage cut to explore this issue (Figure 4_13). At this time also a thin, inner, 

sealing-slab was added and the cell, as excavated, was created. Following a period of abandonment, 

the deposits within the cell were formed. Finally, the Regency/Victorian landscaping deposits were 

added to level the wallhead and it is likely that some wall elements were removed in this area also, the 

accidental coincidence of the cell wall height with the landscaped wall height being considered 

improbable. 

 

89. This scenario is not inconsistent with the observations made during the excavation of the cell proper 

but there is little evidence in the current outer wall face of T4 to suggest that an opening had been 

created there. The presence of a lower stone course that lies within soil and is separated by a dark soil 

from the wallface proper has been noted. This may equate with the large stone debris in dark soil 

noted under the flagstone floor of the cell. However, above this level, the flagstone courses of the 

external wallface show neither rispain joints nor any other convincing evidence for the prior existence 

of an ope at this point. The longer stones of the outer wallface project far enough into the broch wall 

structure to rest onto the inclined outer surface of the edge-set slab (Figure 4_13). We must necessarily 

conclude from this that the outer wallface post-dates the formation of the T4 wall cell, a wholly 
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unanticipated conclusion. In addition, the floor level of the T4 cell lies above the inner floor level of the 

broch, by some 50 cm. A threshold stone which underlies the [50] wall of the cell and overlies the large 

flagstone paving further raises the level of the cell entrance. This mismatch in floor levels also suggests 

that the T4 cell may not have been in use when the original floors of the broch were being used. 

 

Trenches T3 to T9 with cuttings T9S and T9N  

 

90. Trench T3, the western trench was opened and deturfed before work in the adjacent T2 cutting within 

the broch (above) revealed that the two orthostats, one in and one just south of, T3 seemed to 

demarcate an opening into the broch wall. In the absence of a clear indication of a corresponding 

opening in the outer wall, it was assumed, incorrectly, that the orthostat-defined opening gave access 

to an intramural cell. It was decided therefore to extend the deturfing of the wallhead to include the 

area behind and to each side of the orthostats. In the meantime, excavation in Trench T9 revealed a 

clear intramural gallery while events in T4 seemed to indicate a similar voided core structure which 

would perhaps join with the T9 gallery; something that time would also disprove. On the basis of these 

surface appearances and to avoid having effectively random sections across a structure whose full 

nature would otherwise remain obscure, it was decided to extend deturfing along the wallhead 

between T3 and over T9 to the margin of T4. In the event, it became clear that the orthostats defined 

the inner opening of an entrance passage, formed and buttressed north and south by substantial blocks 

of masonry. The gallery extended north from the north of the northern masonry block and ended just 

clockwise of T9. These various features and feature-groups are described here generally from south to 

north (Figure 1.1).  

 

 

T3 and the western entrance 

 

91. The RCAHMS Inventory of 1911 noted:  

 

‘Some 18’ along the inner circumference from the interior end of the [southern] entrance 

passage wall there appears to be a built up entrance about 3’ 6” wide.’  

 

92. Their dimensions approximate to the location of the two orthostats referred to above and visible in the 

early excavation photography of the broch’s interior walling (Figure 3_1). In Figure 3.1 the grey lichen 

staining indicates the amount of the orthostats visible above the modern soil cover.  

 

93. The entrance passage is approximately 1 m wide and extends some 4 m through the thickness of the 

broch wall. It is formed between discrete blocks of masonry on its north and south sides whose south 

and north wallfaces, respectively form the side walls of the passage (Figures 3_2 & 3_3). The northern 

masonry block [35] is thus  4 m long and formed from flagstones that range from 5 cm to 12 cm in 

thickness and up to 1.8 m long. The faces of the stones show erosion of the softer layers, along the 

bedding planes (Figure 3-4 & 3_5) but the upper surfaces of the block’s stones do not display such 

erosion. However, specific stones in upper surface are crushed and shattered. The southern masonry 

block [36] presents in the passage as a 4 m long wall, formed from flagstones ranging from 5 to 12 cm 

thick and up to 1.7 m long. The softer stone beds have eroded somewhat in the exposed wallface but 

the upper surface of the block presents little of no such evidence. However, like the northern block, 
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specific stones in upper surface of the southern masonry block are crushed and shattered. In addition is 

was noted that virtually every flagstone visible in the entrance sidewalls had been cracked or broken.  

 

94. Masonry blocks [35] and [36] overlie a set of massive flagstone slabs [64]. First observed as an apparent 

threshold stone at the outer end of the passage (see Figure 3_5), this was revealed as a massive paving 

of the whole of the entrance passage within the broch’s core structure, i.e. it does not extend under 

the innermost or outermost walls. In addition, the entrance flagstones did not lie on undisturbed 

geological material. A soil deposit [72] intermixed with large stones irregularly placed, lay under the 

flagstones. This deposit clearly predates the entrance passage. From within the broch interior, a 

roughly made drain [77] was seen to run under the large paving slabs in the entrance passage. It is 

irregular in the plan view where this can be seen at either end. A sample was recovered from within 

[77] from which birch charcoal fragments were submitted for radiocarbon dating (below).  

 

95. As may be seen in Figure 3_8, the orthostats defining the junction of the western entrance passage and 

broch interior are set into the eastern faces of the north and south masonry blocks. Furthermore, the 

vertical edges of the orthostats do not project into the passageway. These are not, then, the doorjambs 

with which the entrance passages of many brochs are equipped, usually at a point one quarter to one 

third the wall thickness inside the external opening.  

 

Chaine Operatoire 

 

96. Figure 3_9 gives evidence for the chaine operatoire in the construction of the entrance and its abutting 

features. Following removal of the pre-existing wall structure, the material beneath the flagstones must 

necessarily have been used as a levelling deposit, whether brought to the site or levelled in situ. The 

[64] flagstones were first set in place across the desired width of the wall core and carefully levelled 

onto the [72] material. Shallow sockets, little more than indentations in the subsoil, were then created 

and the orthostats [605 & 606] were set in place with their flat faces and passage-side edges set 

vertically. The passage’s side walls were then built abutting and aligning upon the orthostats. The 

masonry block wallface was then built to wrap around the orthostats, i.e. the exposed faces of the 

orthostats lie in the plane of the masonry block’s wallface in the broch interior. Finally, at least the 

lowest courses of the inner lining wall (ILW) were set in place to hold the orthostats in position.  

 

97. It will be recalled that archaeological deposits underlie the ILW just 2 m further north of the western 

entrance (above). However, these deposits do not reach as far as the entrance, or have been removed 

from there to facilitate the latter’s construction, possibly surviving under the entrance passage flooring 

slabs [64]. On the outer face of the western entrance passage one orthostat survives in situ on the 

south side of the entrance (Figure 3_5). This survives in a truncated form and with only half of its 

original thickness surviving from a point some 50 cm above the floor slabs of the passage. Only a 

displaced sliver of its opposite number from the north side survives and that has been displaced from 

its original position (Figures 3_10 a & b), the slot for the latter being clearly visible. It will be clear from 

the illustrations that the chaine operatoire  proposed for the inner end of the entrance was simply 

repeated at the outer end, with the main difference being that the outer wall abutting the core 

structure has there been built over a dark soil deposit [70] that contains, just left of the entrance, some 

potsherds attributable to the Iron Age.  
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98. The masonry of the outer wall immediately adjacent to the western entrance (Figure 3_12) differs 

somewhat from the generality of outer wall masonry, compare left hand side of the illustration, typical 

outer wall structure with the right hand side. This indicates that a discontinuity may exist between the 

outer wall and the outer face of the entrance. However, masonry variations taken in isolation, are not a 

terribly reliable guide in such matters and the chronological relationship between them remains 

undetermined.  

 

99. On the interior, at the south corner beside the orthostat, a ‘spud’ stone was found. This example  is a 

small block of flagstone set into the upper face of which a cup has been ground for and possibly by the 

hinging stile of a door (Figure 3_13).   

 

100. Attention has been drawn to the condition of the structural stones of the entrance passage which are 

universally fractured and stones of the upper surface of which have been subjected to crushing force. 

If it be hypothecated that this entrance was pushed through the complex wall of a broch tower, it can 

be accepted that the entrance is the focus of the greatest destabilising forces (Barber et al, in prep). 

This entrance passage is more robust than most, lacking entrances to side cells, etc. Nonetheless, the 

reader is invited to accept that the opening in an dry stone wall will necessarily become the focus of 

the unrelieved stresses in the structure. If the column of masonry above the entrance were to totter, 

the movement would concentrate enormous forces on small footprints in the wall, giving rise to the 

crushing and fracturing observed in excavation. It is suggested here that this is the interpretation to be 

applied in explanation of the condition of the entrance structure.  

 

101. The blocking deposits in the entrance are confused and confusing, mainly because, it is believed, they 

were dug into and possibly removed or remodelled in part before being backfilled and landscaped in 

the final episode of Regency/Victorian gardening. The earliest identifiable material in the passage [63] 

lay over the flagstone flooring and extended between the orthostats and just into the broch interior. 

This comprised a small area of uneven and poorly laid paving under the main blocking deposit  in the 

entrance area, just outwith the inner doorjambs. The main blocking deposit [39] comprised a short 

wall segment built between the ends of the innermost wall returns [37] & [38] at the entrance from 

the broch interior. The deposit was made up of soil indurated flagstones 1.5m wide and 1m thick. The 

constituent flagstones were in general thinner than adjacent walls being only 6 cm thick, or less, 

resting on [63]. Behind these blocking deposits lay a tumble of large slabs [62] in and under modern 

infill in the inner end of the entrance.  

 

102. At the outer end of the entrance passage, only modern deposits [55] were encountered which mainly 

comprised a variable stratum within the fill of the entrance area near the external opening. It 

contained several pieces of coal. This [55] deposit graded into a heterogeneous mass of landscaping 

and infill soils variously identified ([34], [40] & [607]) but all are in essence part of the [02] landscaping 

soil. 

 

 

T9 and the Gallery: The northwest quadrant 

 

103. Trench T9 extends northwards from the innermost edge of the broch wall to a point c. 6 m outwith its 

outer edge. The external trench was sterile, deposits having been removed and replaced with 



Community Excavations At Thrumster Broch 2011: Final Report 

© AOC Archaeology 2012      |    PAGE 29 OF 77     |    www.aocarchaeology.com 

gardening soil in the landscaping of the monument. The make up of the landscaping soils on the 

wallhead has been described elsewhere (above) and this account focuses on the core structure 

revealed in excavation. This account also deals with the wallhead cuttings, T9S and T9N, which follow 

the plan of the intramural gallery. All three areas, T9, T9S and T9N, were under excavation, by different 

teams, at approximately the same time this has resulted in a proliferation of context numbers for what 

is in essence a simple sequence of deposits. The equivalences are noted in the following text. 

 

104. The gallery was revealed in full in the T9 trenches and is illustrated in Figure 9_1. The constructional 

and depositional sequence began with the levelling of a pre-existing deposit, [75]; This comprised a 

dark soil deposit packed amongst large, irregularly disposed stones and was accessed through a gap in 

the gallery paving [69]. A grain of barley (cf hordeum sp) was recovered, inter al, from a small sample 

drawn from this deposit [75] and was submitted for radiocarbon dating (below).  

 

105. Structural element [69] consisted of large paving slabs which formed the floor of the gallery. They 

extended under the side walls of the gallery and overlay the pre-wall deposits noted above. The 

description of the side walls will be provided below once the contents of the gallery have been 

accounted for.  

 

106. In the northeast-most  corner of the gallery (in cutting T9N) a layer of thin slabs formed what may have 

been a small area of secondary paving. More probably, this is merely the lowest stones of an infill 

deposit (below) which simply happen to lie flat on the gallery floor. They seal in place a thin deposit of 

dark greasy soil [76]  with a high clay or humus content and which contained charcoal. A piece of 

carbonised hazel (corylus sp) from this deposit was submitted for radiocarbon dating (below).  

 

107. A similar deposit [68] was encountered in the southern arm of the gallery (in Trench T9S). This was a 

black, greasy, discontinuous layer directly overlying the paving slabs [69]. The carbonised contents of 

this deposit, [68], were recovered by floatation  and a single grain of barley (Hordeum sp) was 

submitted for radiocarbon dating (below). 

 

108. The infilling of the gallery void above these residual features was characterised by its local 

heterogeneity but essentially divided into two facies which differed from each other mainly in terms of 

the proportion of soil to stone that they contained. The modern topsoil overlay the ubiquitous 

landscaping fill [02] and this in turn overlay a stony deposit [23] with a brown mineral soil matrix 

present in variable amounts. In its uppermost parts, dark soil from the overlying landscaping deposit 

had indurated the stony fill. This intergrade deposit was identified as [22], a soil-indurated gallery infill, 

comprising a mixture of mid-brown clayey loam matrix with abundant small stone fragments (slatey, 

small typically 2 x 1 x 3 cm) with occasional large slabs and boulders up to 60 x 40 x 10 cm. Deposit [23] 

underlay [22] and was very similar to it, stones predominated whilst soil was more in evidence in the 

southern limb.  In some areas, particularly in the north of the gallery ([T9] and [T9N]) [23] seems to 

have replaced [22]. Overall, however, and despite these variations this is interpreted as a single deposit 

indicative of a single episode of infilling. In the excavation record the following context numbers are 

synonyms for [23]:  [48], [40], [53], and [49]. Context [22], the uppermost expression of [23], has also 

been identified as [02] in places. Context [46] was attributed to the stones in [02] soil used to define 

the inner and outer edges of the landscaped wallhead.  
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109. The survival of the two small areas of greasy soil deposits [68] and [76] in a void that, pre-infilling, had 

been emptied of all other original or authentic deposits, suggests that the gallery was excavated out 

and then backfilled. This, it is assumed, was most probably the work of a Victorian antiquarian, and it 

has been hypothecated above that Tress Barry may have been the antiquarian involved. Following 

excavation, the gallery had been infilled with the heterogeneous mixture of available soils, some of 

which may have come from within the gallery in the first place, and which contained a mixture of 

prehistoric pottery together with sherds of the 14th to 19th  centuries AD.  Human remains were 

recovered from the gallery, and a sample from these has been subjected to radiocarbon dating from 

which a result is awaited. However, it is important to recall the nature of the deposit in which the 

remains were found. This is a redeposited soil and stone matrix and, thus, a diachronic deposit. 

Therefore the deposit does not date the contents and the contents neither date the formation of the 

deposit nor each other. This radiocarbon date from the human bone is of interest because it indicates 

human burial somewhere in or about the broch at the relevant age. The deposit as observed, cannot be 

earlier than its latest contents which are 19th century ceramics. 

  

110. Adjacent to the northern end of the gallery and placed just under one of its corbel stones, the greater 

part of a human skull was discovered in [23]-type material in the upper gallery infill deposit. Upon 

removal and continued excavation, fragments of a human mandible and other bones were identified up 

to 70 cm lower in the gallery deposit in a local variant of [23] (termed [53] in the site database). 

Analysis of the bones (infra) does not rule out the possibility that these remains may all derive from a 

single skeleton. This supports the interpretation of the variable deposits in the gallery as components 

of a single heterogeneous mix given that the human remains are scattered throughout its depth. It is 

tempting to equate these bones with the those referred to in the report that a cist containing a 

skeleton had been found in earlier exploration of the monument (above). 

 

The Fabric of the Gallery; excavation to conservation 

 

111. Figure 9_1 reveals the plan of the intramural gallery, comprising a curvilinear main gallery with a single 

side branch leading to an entrance from the broch interior. The gallery proper is concentric with the 

broch wall and is built from courses of Caithness flags, occasionally brought to levels, locally. It is in a 

very poor condition indeed and in some areas the wallfaces are so out of true that they seems almost 

to be the backs of walls rather than the faces. However, interspersed with these are areas of good 

wallface, albeit that it is frequently disrupted by cracks and major fractures (Figure 9_2). The southern 

end of the gallery was in a poor condition and required the insertion of wooden props to support it 

whilst work continued within.  

 

112. It was not possible to laser scan the gallery with the available equipment and instead, a series of seven 

cross sectional profiles were surveyed by hand and the profiles of the end walls were similarly surveyed 

(Figure 9_10). Panoramas, prepared using software, are presented here to convey a sense of the 

precarious nature of the gallery’s internal wallfaces (Figures 9-2 a to d). It will be noted that the 

preparation of panoramas distorts the images and in places makes the condition of the wall look better 

or worse that it actually is, albeit that overall they convey the correct impression in this instance. The 

overall dislocation of this structural void is perhaps best conveyed by the outline plans of the floor and 

upper wall edges (Figure 9_3). It will be immediately apparent that the South end wall was built more 

or less vertically and has not since moved materially. The photographic evidence, reinforcing field 

observation, suggests that this, south, end wall (Figure 9_4) was in fact the north end of the inserted 
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masonry block built to form the north side of the entrance passage. It was built across a breach in the 

gallery’s side walls which had originally continued south for some unknown distance. In contrast, the 

northern end wall (Figure 9_5) is rather better built (and preserved) and significantly corbelled towards 

the south as it rises. However, even in this case the quality of the interdigitation of the stones of the 

end-, and side-walls is particularly poor. To address that question, the area of wall core north of the 

end wall was stripped of topsoil and landscape gardening soil. This revealed no evidence for the 

continuation of the gallery side walls beyond the northern end wall. 

 

113.  The poor quality of the remains, as a whole, is also revealed in Figure 9_3, which overlays the outline 

of the gallery at wallhead height over the ground plan of the gallery. As built, the side walls of the 

gallery may reasonably be expected either to have been near vertical or to have corbelled inwards. 

Either configuration would place a horizontal section through the upper gallery symmetrically within 

the footprint of its floor plan. If this were not so, the structure would have been inherently unstable. 

Figure 9_3 reveals that the wallhead outline of the gallery walls has been displaced inwards towards 

the centre of the broch to such an extent that from its mid point onwards, the upper stones of the wall 

are set back over the inner wallfoot, on the east side. Correspondingly, the upper stones of the upper 

part of the western gallery wall project over their base to a considerable extent, as is evident in Figures 

9-2 a to d.  

 

114. The displacement of the gallery walls and the very poor condition in which they were found indicates 

another catastrophic failure of the masonry fabric. Economy of hypothesis suggests that the same 

failure crushed the entrance passage and so damaged and endangered the gallery that it was 

abandoned and infilled. However, the northern masonry block of the entrance backs against the south 

end of the gallery, its northern end forming the gallery’s south end-wall.  The south end-wall is 

secondary to the gallery side-walls, as observed and therefore the entrance also must be secondary to 

the gallery construction. This implies that there is evidence here of two episodes of catastrophic 

masonry failure. Two sequential failures make more sense of the surviving evidence in this instance 

because the displacement of the gallery walls is maximised at its northern end, with the least 

disturbance abutting the southern end-wall. In addition, the inner core-structure wallface further 

northwest of the gallery seems highly fragmented (Figure 9_6), consistent with a major disturbance, 

albeit that only the upper parts of that wall could be directly observed.  

 

115. As an interim hypothesis, it is suggested here that there were two collapse episodes, the entrance 

collapse and the gallery collapse. However, it must be accepted that the insertion of the entrance 

masonry blocks across an already damaged gallery may have preceded a single structural failure that 

damaged both areas simultaneously.  

 

116. The ILW through which the gallery entrance passed has highly differentiated areas of masonry, inviting 

the speculation that it has a complex history. Close examination of the ILW wall-fabric and comparison 

with the infilling of the entrance, visible from within the gallery, indicate that the ILW has had a history 

so complex that not all of it can be read with confidence. As noted above, both side wallfaces of the 

gallery have been displaced inwards, towards the centre of the broch. That displacement would 

necessarily have displaced the external wallface of the core structure and the ILW also, had the latter 

existed at that time. 
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117. In Figure 9.6, the lowest course of the ILW can be seen, and comprises somewhat rounded blocks with 

square cut faces presented to the broch interior. Lines have been added to this photograph to indicate 

the position of the entrance to the gallery (the arrows indicate this), and there the masonry changes to 

two flat slabs with a block of masonry above and to the right which may have been inserted at the 

same time. Drawing lines on masonry faces does not demonstrate the reality of interpretations based 

on them. In this instance, the proposed division of the masonry is not inconsistent with the evidence 

visible within the gallery (below) and it is tentatively offered here as a non-contradictory indication, for 

what that is worth. The related interpretative narrative would see the masonry within the lines on 

Figure 9.6 as a rebuild of an existing Inner Lining Wall, closing off the gallery entrance to a minimum 

height of some 60 cm, or thereto.  

 

118. In Figure 9.7, the continuity of two soil layers [57 ] and [67 ] which run under the ILW can be seen (this 

is discussed above in T2). The stone slab against which the handle of the trowel is propped, is at the 

approximate level of the ‘threshold stone’ visible from the gallery interior. Viewed from the other side 

(Figure 9_8) it is clear that the side walls of the gallery entrance passage rest upon this large and worn 

threshold slab which is set a little above the general paving of the gallery. The threshold stone has 

some negative casts in its upper surface and these and all of its edges and surface flaws are well 

rounded, perhaps from the passage of many feet. Above the threshold stone the entrance has been 

blocked with a set of thin slabs, up to 9 courses deep. Above the slabs the upper blocking deposit 

comprises a single large block, roughly square in cross section, around which small thin stone flakes 

with occasional thin slabs carry the wall to its reduced wallhead, under the Regency/Victorian 

landscaping. 

 

119. In conclusion, excavation of the gallery revealed that it had, in the first instance been built over 

archaeological deposits. Over these, paving slabs had been lain and on top of these, in turn, the side 

walls of the gallery and its entrance were built up. Subsequently, the south end of the gallery was cut 

across to facilitate the insertion of the masonry blocks that define the western entrance. It is unlikely 

that the archaeological deposits under the flagstones are contemporary with those excavated in the 

broch interior because the latter run under the ILW, but abut the core structure’s internal (relative to 

the broch interior) wallface. The ILW and the OLW postdate the core structure but in both cases it is 

not possible from the excavated evidence alone to say by how great an interval. The radiocarbon dating 

programme will, hopefully, cast some light on this matter. 

 

120. Within the gallery, deposits were made, or they formed adventitiously, and these were rich in organic 

material which in part humified to form a black greasy layer; a process that presupposes that they were 

buried by further anaerobic deposits. A thin layer of stones overlies part of this deposit. It is 

hypothecated here that both surviving remnants of this deposits are fragments of a single, deeper 

deposit that covered the whole floor. It is not impossible that they may have been introduced during 

the backfilling of the gallery in the recent past but the abrupt transition from [68] in particular, at the 

south end of the gallery, makes this unlikely.  

 

121. It may be deduced with some confidence that deeper deposits had formed in the gallery and the 

negative evidence of their removal may in this instance be treated as evidence of absence; the gallery 

has been emptied. The presence of 14th to 19th century pottery (infra) in the infill and the fact that a 

single skeleton (it is deduced) were scattered through the depth of the infill, point to a recent and 

complete emptying and subsequent refilling. It has been suggested above for other reasons that 
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antiquarian work on this monument may have been undertaken by Tress Barry. No natural pedogenesis 

has been observed in the tops of the gallery infill deposits under the landscaping soils and it must be 

concluded that no significant interval separated the antiquarian excavation and the Victorian 

landscaping.  

 

122. In addition, it is highly improbable that the structural remains of the broch simply and coincidentally 

survived to the level plateau manufactured b y the landscape gardeners. It is likely that the walls 

survived to higher and more variable levels in this area, and indeed over most of the northern 

semicircle of the broch and were reduced to their current levels to conform to the landscaping scheme. 

 

Conservation of the Gallery structure 

 

123. The gallery structure can only be brought to a safe stable long term configuration by stripping it down 

to its footings and rebuilding it again. However, this intervention would remove the evidence for the 

structural failure of the broch wall above the western entrance and in the gallery and reduce the 

monument’s ability to inform this and future generations about the relationship between people and 

this place. It was decided therefore to conserve the gallery ‘as is’ but to take steps to ensure its survival 

by preventing further dislocation and collapse within it. To this end, geotextile having been inserted, a 

series of three, c. 50 cm wide, drystone walls were built across the gallery from flagstone floor to 

current wallhead height (Figure 9_9) at its most vulnerable locations. The intervening spaces were then 

backfilled with stone and soil and its upper surface brought to conformity with the Regency/Victorian 

wallhead. However, at wallhead height, the plan of the gallery was indicated in the grassed turf cover 

of the wallhead by an area of stone paving.  

 

Chronological analysis 

 

124. In general, and with the exception of the medieval and later wheel thrown pottery, the artefactual 

assemblages from the site are of very little value as chronological indicators. Indeed, the artefacts rely 

upon the radiocarbon dating to fix their chronologies. The chronological analysis is based therefore on 

the radiocarbon determinations and on the strategraphic relationships determined in the field. The 

excavation evidence is considered here in rough chronological succession. However, the Early Bronze 

Age determination from sample [76] is not considered further as it is believed to be a statistical 

anomaly. Similarly, the date from the foundation deposit in Trench T6, [32] indicates that human 

activity took place on the site about 50 radiocarbon years before the broch was built, but there is no 

indication of what this was or where it was originally located before it was dug up and dumped into the 

bedrock hollow as a foundation or levelling deposit. 
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Context Under 

earliest 

structure 

Under 

OLW 

Dated event/s C14 determination 

32  * nr T6 Dates foundation structure under OLW of broch: With 

24, 57 and 67 tests contemporaneity of OLW/ILW. With 

21, 51, 68 and 76, tests contemporaneity with core 

structures. 

 

360 Uncal bc 

75 * in T9  Dates pre-build phase of activity locally. With 77, and 

614 tests contemporaneity of pre-build deposits. With 68 

and 76 provides brackets for earliest construction locally 

 

295 Uncal bc 

77 * in T3  Dates pre-build activity locally. With 76 and 614 tests 

contemporaneity of pre build activity. 

 

-200 Uncal ad 

614 * in T4  Dates pre-build activity locally. With 75 and 77 tests 

contemporaneity of pre-build activity. With 51, brackets 

earliest construction locally. 

80 Uncal bc 

 

 

Table 1: Radiocarbon dating strategy and rationale for foundation and pre-build deposits 
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Construction of the core structure 

 

125. The apparently simplest single indicator for the construction date of the broch structure is that 

provided by the foundation deposit [32] under the wall in Trench T6, which returned a radiocarbon 

determination of 360 uncal bc. The taphonomic processes involved in the formation of [32] comprised 

digging out and infilling a hollow in the bedrock to form a foundation. It is likely therefore that the 

material is somewhat older than the act of deposition. In Trench T9, sample [75] provides a 

radiocarbon determination of 295 ± 30 uncal bc for material from beneath the flagstone floor on which 

the gallery side walls, i.e. the core structure, rests. Sample [68] in turn rests on the flagstone floor of 

the gallery and has returned a determination of 250 ± 30 uncal bc. These dates respect the 

strategraphic order and are very close; the difference between them, 45 radiocarbon years, is not 

statistically significant, with respect to the precision of the radiocarbon method.  The date of 

construction of the northwest gallery in the area of T9 therefore lies between these two 

determinations. Their taphonomies imply that construction event lies later than the [75] determination 

and earlier than the [68] and this justifies the selection of the mean determination as a representative 

date for the construction. It would not be unreasonable, on statistical grounds, to average the dates 

and suggest a pre-build date of 272.5 ± 21uncal bc. 

 

126. A longer interval separates the  foundation deposit [32] determination of 360 ± 30 uncal bc and the 

under-gallery determination of 250 ± 30 uncal bc, viz, 110 radiocarbon years but the taphonomy of the 

sample, a foundation deposit with some necessary element of residuality, introduces sufficient 

uncertainty to cast doubt on the significance of the difference between this determination and those 

considered above for the Trench T9 gallery.  

 

127. In Trench T3, a closed-off entrance was discovered. Its sidewalls were built on massive flagstones and 

its overall form, whilst comprising features normally found in broch entrances, did not conform to the 

‘standard’ broch entrance; it lacked doorjambs, bar-holes and the thinning of the entrance passage 

outwith the doorjambs. It was also somewhat wider than is usual. A sample of material [77] was 

recovered from under the flagstones of the entrance passage and this returned a radiocarbon 

determination of 200 uncal ad. Given the observations listed here and the evidence from T6 (below) for 

other activity in the area at this time, together with the clear significance of the difference in 

determinations, it must be concluded that the western entrance is a secondary insertion whose date is 

indicated by the radiocarbon determination for sample [77]. 

 

128. In Trench T4, the excavation revealed a complex construction history built over flagstones that overlay 

earlier material. Sample [614] recovered from the earlier material has returned a radiocarbon 

determination of 80 ± 30 uncal bc. There are no compelling taphonomic or other reasons to equate this 

date with those from T9 or T3 and it must be concluded that the remodelling of the broch in the area of 

T4 observed in the field constitutes a separate phase in the broch’s construction history. 
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Context Within 

Gallery 

Dated event/s 14C Determination 

21 * in T8 Use of Gallery at T8; With 51, 68, and 76 

Tests contemporaneity of core structures 

 

135 Uncal bc 

51 * in T4 Dates use of cell in T4. With 614 brackets build of T4 (could be big 

gap). Dates pottery assemblage. Is TAQ for formation of the wallcell. 

IS PQ for local abandonment of structure. 

 

 Uncal bc 

68 * in T9 Dates the latest surviving deposit in the Gallery. With 76 tests 

contemporaneity of deposits in Gallery. With 75 brackets local build 

of core structure. 

 

250 Uncal bc 

76 * in T9 Dates lowest deposits in gallery. With 68, tests duration of earliest 

deposits. With 75 brackets primary construction of core structure 

locally 

1730 Uncal bc 

 

 

Table 2: Radiocarbon dating strategy and rationale for deposits within the galleries 
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The date and duration of use of voids within the broch wall 

 

129. The radiocarbon determination from [76] is roughly 1500 years older than all the other dates from this 

site. Either the material is residual or the determination is incorrect. Roughly 1 in 20 determinations lie 

more than 2 sigma from the population mean for the activity being examined and with 15 radiocarbon 

determinations being considered here one aberrant date need be no more than a statistical aberration. 

However, it is not impossible that this date represents Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age activity in the 

vicinity of the knoll on which the broch was later built. The admixture of prehistoric and medieval-to-

modern pottery throughout the infill of the gallery, together with the distribution of the bones of a 

single skeleton throughout the infill, and the heterogeneous nature of the infill deposits all point to an 

act of infilling in the recent past. It may well be that this deposit, [76] came from a small feature 

grubbed up from the environs of the broch and dumped into the gallery. For purposes of identifying  

the date or duration of primary or authentic use in the gallery it does little to assist us. However, the 

radiocarbon determination of 250 ± 30 uncal bc for the basal deposit in the south end of the gallery 

[68] lies in close and strategraphically correct relationship with the radiocarbon determination of 295 ± 

30 Uncal bc from sample [75] for material from beneath the flagstones of the gallery on which [68] 

rests. This implies that the gallery was used, and formed some deposits almost immediately after the 

erection of the core structure in this area.  

 

130. The radiocarbon determination from sample [21], viz 135 ± 30 uncal bc. on the other hand seems to 

imply some delay between the construction in T8 of the core structure and the formation of the 

deposit, if it be assumed that the core structure is of a single build. The radiocarbon determinations 

differ by 115 radiocarbon units, a period that is significant with respect to the precision of the method. 

It will be recalled that this deposit was c. 20 cm deep and had formed over a period of time in which 

soil and small stones accumulated in the intramural void. This accumulation is more likely to have 

followed some interval of abandonment than to have simply been accommodated within a functioning 

void, especially as that void was probably the entrance to a guard cell. There is nothing in this evidence 

that requires the interpretation that the intramural void was open for a century and a half of 

radiocarbon time. Rather it implies that the void had gone out of active use significantly earlier than the 

date indicated by the 135 ± 30 uncal bc radiocarbon determination even though human activity in the 

area must have continued, thus supplying the material dated. 
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Context Under  

ILW 

Under  

OLW 

Within  

Gallery 

Dated event/s 14C Determination 

21   * in T8 Use of Gallery at T8; With 51, 68, and 76 
Tests contemporaneity of core structures 
 

135 Uncal bc 

24 *  nr T5   Provides TPQ for ILW on east side: With 57/67 tests 
contemporaneity of ILW 
 

100 Uncal bc 

32  * nr T6  Dates foundation structure of OLW of broch: With 24, 57 
and 67 tests contemporaneity of OLW/ILW. With 21, 51, 68 
and 76, tests contemporaneity with core structures. 
 

360 Uncal bc 

57 *Over 67   Is TPQ for core structure locally and TPQ for construction of 
ILW locally. With 67 dates duration of phase of use of broch 
interior. 
 

80 Uncal bc 

67 *under 

57 

  Dates earliest surviving evidence for use of broch interior. 
With 67 gives duration of episode of use of interior 

75 Uncal bc 

 

 

Table 3: Radiocarbon dating strategy and rational for deposits dating the inner and outer lining walls 
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Dating the Inner and Outer Lining Walls (ILW & OLW) 

 

131. Activity within the broch interior has been dated by assays from the two layers [57], the upper, and [67] 

the lower. These determinations, at 80 ± 30 uncal bc  and 75± 30 uncal bc, respectively, cannot be 

resolved, given the precision of the radiocarbon method. Their closeness means that it is not possible 

to reject the hypothesis that both are attempts to date the same event. This event is therefore best 

represented by the weighted mean and estimate of the population variance; viz,  2027.5 ± 21.21 Uncal 

bc.   

 

132. Neither are the two central area determinations significantly different from the determination returned 

for the sample from beneath the ILW [24] adjacent to Trench T5, of 100  ± 30 uncal bc. In turn, this 

determination is not significantly different from the determination of sample [21] from within the 

gallery at Trench T8, of 135 ± 30 uncal bc. However, the latter is significantly different from the 

determination for [67], albeit only just. This writer has hypothecated that when sequential dates may 

be legitimately averaged pairwise, (purely on statistical grounds and without reference to their specific 

‘real-world’ significance, merely as indices of human interference) but the group as a whole cannot be 

legitimately be averaged (on the same grounds) the situation they represent does not refute the 

suggestion that the individual events constitute a process which may be described as continuous, 

within the limitations of the radiocarbon method. 

 

133. It is therefore concluded that a period of occupation of the broch took place in the interval represented 

by these radiocarbon determinations. The reader will note that the ILW did not exist in either the 

northwest quadrant or the eastern area during this interval because [24], [57] and [67] all run under 

the ILW. The probable date of construction of the ILW may be deduced in part from its 

contemporaneity with the construction of the entrance passage in T3, which is indicated by the 

determination from [77] of 200 ± 30 uncal ad. However, it is important to note that field observation 

identifies a confusing proliferation of possible repairs or rebuilds to the ILW and a single date cannot 

represent its autobiography adequately. Nonetheless, the earliest direct evidence available for the ILW 

is that indicated by the radiocarbon determination of 200 ± 30 uncal ad. 

 

134. The dating evidence for the OLW is no less equivocal. The determination returned from [32], the 

foundation deposit under the outer lining wall, is 320 ± 30 uncal bc. As noted above, this date needs to 

be qualified by consideration of its taphonomy and the closer dating for the core structure available 

from Trench T9 indicates a slightly later date of roughly 272.5 ± 21 uncal bc which is interpreted as the 

best indication available from the evidence for the construction date of the core structure of the 

monument. In the area of Trench T6, the foundation determination also determines the earliest 

conceivable date for the OWL . On balance, therefore, it seems that the core structure and the outer 

lining wall were conceived of as a single architectural scheme while the inner lining wall was added to a 

re-formed monument some 500 years after its primary construction. Again, it is necessary to note that 

the field observations indicate that the surviving OLW, despite appearances to the contrary, is not a 

single build. Clearly, the insertion of the west entrance in 200 ± 30 uncal ad would have required a 

considerable degree of local stripping out and rebuilding to accommodate the masonry cheeks of the 

passage. However, the evidence for this is in the surviving masonry is not obvious. 
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Context Under 

earliest 

structure 

Within 

Gallery 

Dated event/s 14C Determination 

4 * in T4  Dates pre build activity locally. With 75 and 77 

tests contemporaneity of pre build activity. With 

51 brackets earliest construction locally. 

 

80 Uncal bc 

51  * in T4 Dates use of cell in T4. With 614 brackets build of 

T4 (could be a large gap). Dates pottery 

assemblage. Is TAQ for formation of the wall cell. 

Is TPQ for local abandonment of structure. 

Not available at time 

of writing 

 

 

 

Table 4: Radiocarbon dating strategy and ratinoale for T4 pre-build and use of T4 cell. 
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Dating the wall cell in Trench T4 

 

135. Reference has been made above to the dating of the substructure of the cell in Trench T4. A sample 

[614] from the deposit underlying the flagstone paving of the area has returned a radiocarbon 

determination of 80 ± 30 uncal bc. This is significantly different from the determinations made 

elsewhere for the earliest construction of the core structure and outer wall. Field observations noted 

the height difference between the broch floor and this wall cell and the indications of a complex history 

for the cell itself. On these grounds it was believed, in the field, that the T4 wall cell would prove to be 

very much later than the construction and principal period of use of the broch but at 80 ± 30 uncal bc it 

is indistinguishable from the dates for the layers of settlement debris in the broch interior, [57 and 67]. 

Taken together with these elements, the conclusion indicated is that there was a primary phase of 

settlement or other use of the broch following its construction in or about dates represented by the 

272 ± 21 uncal bc weighted mean determination. This ceased and some 200 radiocarbon years later 

was cleared out (or had left no sediments in the broch) and the broch was reused and remodelled, at 

least to the extent that a new entrance was formed in T4 and then remodelled to become a wall cell. 

The western entrance had not yet been formed, of course and would not be for a further 300 

radiocarbon years. It is interesting to note that virtually all of the prehistoric artefacts recovered from 

the monument date to this period. 

 

 

Context Post build 

Event 

Dated event/s C14 determination 

28 * nr T6 Dates post-build event: With 31 

gives duration of post build 

events 

240 Uncal ad 

 

Table 5: Radiocarbon dating rationale for final rebuilding 

 

 

Final rebuilding 

 

136. The radiocarbon determination for the foundation deposit under the wall on the outside of Trench T6 

has already been discussed; it [32] returned a determination of 360 ± 30 uncal bc albeit that there are 

grounds for thinking that this predates the actual build by perhaps 50 radiocarbon years. A sample from 

the overlying context [31] returned a determination of 195 ± 30 uncal bc which is probably more of less 

contemporary with the construction of the wall. A deposit of small stones lies against the wallface 

above this level and over that deposit in turn lies context [28] which has returned a date of 240 ± 30 

uncal ad. This is very lose to the determination of 200 ± 30 uncal bc  from [77] a deposit under the 

paving of the western entrance (above). It may be concluded therefore that a period of refashioning of 

some, or all, of the surviving elements of the broch in the Early Pictish period is attested by these dates. 

That reworking of the monument would have been sufficient to account for the stone accumulation 
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[33] against the broch wall which has already been interpreted as the remains from a period of stone 

removal, now to be seen in the context of works on the broch itself.  

 

137. There is no direct evidence of artefactual or settlement material from this period in the rest of the 

excavated  areas. Given the extent of landscaping works on the monument itself and the known history 

of the removal of material from the area surrounding the broch, involving the use of explosives, it need 

not be wondered that so little of the later history of the monument survives. Furthermore, the 

interpretation of the infill deposits in the gallery and the reforming of the core structure in T5 as 

evidence for antiquarian exploration of the monument at about the same time as the major 

landscaping of the site further diminishes the possibility that much will have survived from the early 

Pictish intervention. 
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The monument’s chaine operatoire in the light of the calibrated dates 

 

138. The dated events discussed above point to the biography of the monument and the sequence of events 

that give rise to it. These have been discussed as raw radiocarbon determinations to this point but the 

following discussion considers their calibration. The Table of Radiocarbon Results lists the separate 

radiocarbon determinations and supplies their calibrated range of calendrical equivalents. In all cases 

the two sigma range/s are those cited. In the discussion below, determinations for which it has been 

suggested above that their averaging would be appropriate on statistical grounds are provided as 

weighted means with appropriate variances. In practice, given that all the standard deviations of the 

determinations are the same the weighted mean is the arithmetical mean. The variance is given by 

 

         

 

Site Phasing 

 

Pre-monument use of the area 

 

139. There is one clearly pre-monument date from within the gallery which is either a simple statistical 

anomaly or the result of the re-deposition of residual material from outwith the broch into the gallery 

in the relatively recent past. In either event its information value is extremely limited.  

 

140. The infill of the foundation trench under the OLW of the broch wall in T6 was built in the range 410-356 

calBC (82.9%) or  286-233 calBC (12.5%), calibrated from the sample [32] determination (above). In 

discussion above it has been argued that this, whilst a useful general indicator of the construction date, 

is probably rather early, given its taphonomic context. Nonetheless, it demonstrates that some activity 

took place locally in the century preceding the build, most probably in the interval 450 to 400 BC, 

creating the material that was used to make the foundations on the east side of the broch. Other than 

confirming human interference in the area this determination provides little additional information on 

the nature of that interference. 

 

Building the monument 

 

141. It has been argued that the initial construction date is fixed by the weighted mean and estimated 

population variance of the samples [68] and [75] from above and below the flagstone floor of the core 

structure in the south end of the gallery. The mean is equal to the weighted mean in this instance 

because the standard deviations are identical and thus, a value of 2222.5 ± 21.213 results, which 

calibrates to  381-343 calBC (18.2%) or 325-204 calBC (77.2%). It is suggested here, then, that the 

broch’s core structure and outer lining wall were built within the third century BC, on the balance of 

probabilities.  

142.  

143. It is probable that the monument as built comprised the core structure and the OLW but did not have 

an inner lining wall. The gallery had been built into the broch and the entrance to the broch interior 
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was probably from the south side, subsequently destroyed by the insertion of the garden house. It is 

believed that the broch was towerlike, because the patterns of destruction evidenced in the gallery 

have been caused by the collapse of a fairly massive wall which displaced its footings in its collapse. The 

date of this collapse is unknown. 

144. All other dates from this excavation are significantly later than the construction date and there is no 

material assemblage demonstrably contemporary with it. Indeed the dated deposits that contained 

material assemblages are restricted to the third phase (below) or the the medieval and later re-use of 

the monument. The absence of evidence for human intervention in the monument’s primary phase 

implies either that it was religiously cleared out before its next phase of use or that the primary phase 

did not involve settlement.  

 

The first hiatus 

 

145. The next date, in chronological succession, is that for sample [31] a soil layer developed in Trench T6, 

which has been calibrated to a date in the interval 194 to 40 cal BC. No other contemporary deposit has 

been dated in the broch structure or interior. This date implies that activity continued in the immediate 

environs of the broch, but if it also continued in the broch, all evidence for this activity has been 

removed from the areas examined.  

 

The first re-use 

 

146. In chronological sequence, there followed a series of five dates, from contexts [21], [24], [614], [57] and 

[67] which, arranged in chronological order and analysed pairwise from youngest to oldest, could 

legitimately be averaged in pairs, on statistical grounds alone. However, the group of 5 dates cannot 

legitimately be so averaged. As noted above, this is interpreted as indicative of a process, whose 

continuity cannot be rejected given the precision of the radiocarbon method. The two youngest dates 

in this group are identical and the third only 5 radiocarbon years earlier while the group as a whole 

spans only 55 radiocarbon years. Furthermore, this group of contexts includes those from which the 

bulk of the artefactual assemblages have come. Conversely, 60 radiocarbon years separate this group 

from the predecessor event, the first hiatus, and 275 radiocarbon years separate it from the succeeding 

event.  

 

147. This, then is a short intensive period of probably continuous use of the broch, possibly over a single 

generation. The events involved begin with the deposition of material in an abandoned entrance guard 

cell, in T8. The date of this event lies within the calibrated interval 194 – 40 cal BC.  

 

148. Very shortly thereafter, settlement debris is deposited in two layers of sediment within the broch 

interior. Three assays have been undertakn on this heterogeneous depositional sequence returning 

calibrated dates in the following intervals:  

 

 166-20 cal BC [24] floor deposits in the interior running under ILW on east side and 

 

 154 -137 cal BC or 113 cal BC to 53 cal AD  AND 153 – 140 cal BC or 111 cal BC to 55 cal AD 

from [57] and [67]  floor deposits in the interior running under ILW on west side  
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149. At exactly the same time a fourth date, identical with that from [57] has been returned from beneath 

the flagstone foundation layers of the intramural cell in T4, calibrating to  

 

 154 -137 cal BC or 113 cal BC to 53 cal AD. 

 

150. These clearly imply that an intense, if relatively short, period of deposit forming human activity was 

underway in the broch during these intervals. The geometry of the calibration curve is particularly 

difficult in this period but a non-statistical view of the disposition of the probabilistic calibration 

function seems to indicate a date in the first century BC, or at least fails to rule this out as a potential 

date for this activity. It will be possible to refine this dating by the use of Bayesian Analysis and this will 

be undertaken for the final published report. In the mean time, and conscious of its tentative nature, a 

date range in the first century BC will be applied to this group of dated activities. 

 

151. One of the two youngest determinations in the group [614] was returned from a sample from under 

the floor slabs of the wall-cell in Trench T4. This provides a TPQ date for that flooring. The configuration 

of the cell has been interpreted as the reorganisation of an entrance passage that pierced that wall at 

this point. The date of the cell and its contents is therefore somewhat later than the age implied by 

sample [614]. However, the numerical majority of Iron Age type pottery sherds from the site have 

come from deposit 51, within the cell. This implies that the entire history of the cell is contained within 

this episode of reuse. This hypothesis will be tested, and the issue hopefully clarified by a radiocarbon 

assay of material from context [51]. 

 

The second hiatus 

 

152. Following the settlement period just described, there followed an interval of at least one, and more 

probably two, centuries  before the dated samples again identify activity on the monument.  

 

The second re-use 

 

153. As noted above, two determinations have been returned that are indicative of dates in the second or 

third century AD. The first of these [77] dates deposits from beneath the flagstones of the western 

entrance. A date is indicated in the interval, 216 to 390 cal AD. Largely contemporary, the second date 

in this group is that from [28], a layer formed against the outer broch wall. This calibrates to a date in 

the interval 253 to 405 cal AD which is interpreted here as a date or date range in the third/fourth 

century AD. 

 

154. The excavation evidence has established that the western entrance, in T3, is a secondary feature and 

that the masonry block forming the north side of the passage cuts across the pre-existing gallery. It is 

equally clear that the gallery was already damaged and deformed when the entrance was inserted. The 

effort involved in stripping out the fallen wall and inserting a new entrance indicates at least the 

intention to reuse the monument as a functioning structure. It is remarkable then that no associated 

deposits have been found from this period within the broch interior or in the broch wall-voids. The 

latter may be explicable perhaps by the fact that the wall-voids were inaccessible because of earlier 

collapse and/or that the re-users did not have a specific function for the void spaces and used the 

monument in a different way from that in which it had been used in the first centuries BC. The creation 
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of the inner lining wall during this period is deduced from its relationship with the dated entrance 

passage. This sealed off the access to the gallery. Closure of the southern entrance may reasonably be 

deduced from the creation of the western one. This in turn would have closed off the guard-cell voids. 

The relationship between the ILW and the wall-cell in T4 has been lost by dilapidation but it is likely 

that the cell was also sealed off by the ILW because it contains only Iron Age deposits which are unlikely 

to have survived in situ if the cell was reopened and reused in the second/third centuries AD. 

 

155. It has also been noted that the outer wall was, necessarily rebuilt in the T3 area following the creation 

of the new entrance but that no clear masonry join was noted on either side of the entrance. Similarly, 

the outer wall adjacent to the cell wall has been reformed removing any clear evidence for the 

hypothecated entrance through that wall in the first phase of reuse (above). It is suggested here, 

therefore, that the outer wall was largely reformed in the second re-use of the monument, especially at 

the levels above the current ground level on the east side and above the mid point of the wall on the 

west side. This would explain why the outer wall courses level to within a few centimetres in the lower 

part of the surviving wall but are up to 37 cm out of level in the higher levels. It would also explain the 

misalignment of the outer wall lines observed adjacent to Trench T5.  

 

156. For all that it lacks in contemporaneous sediments it must be concluded that the second reuse involved 

a significant architectural scheme that redefined the monument, maintaining its external form but 

relining its interior and abandoning its wall-voids. The issue of how high the rebuilt monument may 

have been can be addressed from the condition of the stones in the body and the upper surfaces of the 

masonry blocks defining the newly inserted entrance. As noted above, the flagstone slabs of the 

sidewalls are virtually all cracked and broken and the flat slabs in the upper surfaces present evidence 

for crazing, where the imposition of compressive loadings at single points have crushed the stones. This 

is interpreted as evidence for the structural collapse of a tall structure which, as the disturbed masonry 

column teetered on its base, concentrated forces onto isolated footprints and thereby crushed the 

underlying stones. It is concluded therefore that the rebuild in the third century AD was a tall tower-like 

structure. 

 

The first collapse 

 

157. The near collapse of the gallery in the northwest quadrant points to a similar structural collapse in an 

earlier period and it is suggested here that this preceded the AD reuse of the monument. It is not clear 

whether this also preceded the first reuse of the monument, but this is by no means contradicted by 

the evidence. If it be assumed that the southern entrance had been damaged in the initial collapse 

which also deformed the western gallery, then the logic of creating a new entrance through the T4 area 

becomes clear. The assumption of damage to the southern entrance is inherently probable because the 

broch entrance forms a weakness node in the completed structure and failure in the entrance area is 

more probable than anywhere else in the circuit of the broch. In addition, context [33] outwith T6 is a 

fall of small stones which, in the aggregate adds up to a large volume of material. These may have been 

cast aside in the taking down of the useful building stone from higher up the monument or have been 

reused in reseating such stone. Either way, they represent a significant intervention on the 

monument’s fabric. They are chronologically bracketed to a date in or between the intervals 355 to 290 

cal BC or 232 to 89 cal BC [31] at the earlier bound, and the interval 253 to 405 cal AD [28] at the later 

bound.  This episode of down-taking or repair is interpreted here, on balance, as contemporary with or 

immediately preceding the first reuse of the broch. The corollary of this interpretation is that the 
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collapse that ended the primary use of the broch occurred during the first hiatus. The damage to the 

gallery structure would have required a superincumbent mass of the type provided by a broch tower 

and is incompatible with the survival of the upper structure, at least in the northwest quadrant, and no 

doubt elsewhere also. The suggestion that the broch tower, as built, fell down in the first hiatus is an 

interpretation without direct support of evidence but with the circumstantial support referred to 

above. 

 

Final reuse 

 

158. As noted above, the monument was levelled, by a combination of stone removal and of the 

building up of areas of the wall that had been reduced to too low a profile for the intended use. The 

latter was the creation of a garden feature and this was a continuing ambition for the owners of the 

adjacent Thrumster House from the late 1700s to the present day. It is probable, on the evidence of 

Trench T5 and also T6 that the broch wall was stripped of useful building stone and that much of 

this was probably used in the building phases of Thrumster House and its appurtenances. It has 

been argued that the deposits in the wall voids were stripped out and then backfilled with a 

heterogeneous mix of materials, not long before this final shaping of the broch-as-garden-gnome. 

Presumably under the instruction of the Victorian antiquarian, possibly Francis Tress Barry, the lines 

of the wall structures were echoed in the levelled wallhead walkway. It is likely, given the wheel 

thrown pottery from the site (see Haggarty, below) that the monument had been intermittently 

used as a quarry and or garden since the fourteenth century. The use of gunpowder, pre-1815, to 

demolish the unsightly surroundings of the broch and the massive introduction of garden soils to 

make up a smoother profile rather sterilises the immediate setting of the monument and we shall 

not now learn whether the two periods of re-use saw the creation of so called ‘broch-village’ 

ephemera surrounding the monument. 

 

159. The broch is still in the environs of the house at Thrumster, now in the ownership of a sensitive and 

well disposed occupant and while it will no doubt continue to be an ornament in the house’s 

garden we may hope that the period of its modification to create a garden ornament may have 

passed and that its future conservation may be assured.  
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Artefacts and Ecofacts 

 

MATERIAL CULTURE FROM THRUMSTER 

 

By Andrew Heald 

 

160. The objects from the excavation are grouped below by material and then by object class in functional 

or lifestyle terms. Within each group wider issues, such as date and parallels are discussed. These 

strands are tied together in a wider discussion at the end of the report.  

 

Prehistoric pottery 

 

161. One hundred and fifty-six prehistoric pottery sherds were recovered from Thrumster. The assemblage 

was studied using the recommended standards of the Prehistoric Ceramics Research Group (1997). 

Form, fabric and decoration are probably the most important factors to consider in categorising the 

sherds.  The defining criterion used in the Thrumster assemblage was form. 

 

Form 

 

162. Consideration of the form of the assemblage has been undertaken in two sections: body sherds and 

diagnostic pieces. Diagnostic sherds are further spilt into: rim, decorated rim, shoulder or base.  

 

Fabric 

 

163. The fabric type of the ceramic assemblage is determined by a combination of the clay and inclusions 

used and the way in which the pottery was fired. The Thrumster assemblage was subjected to 

microscopic analysis and there did not appear to be any great variation in fabric.  

 

Decoration 

 

164. Many Atlantic Scottish sites, particularly in the Western Isles (see below), have a wide range of 

decorative motifs and techniques. However, decoration on Caithness pottery is rare, and this is the 

case for the Thrumster assemblage.  

 

The Assemblage 

 

Bases 

 

165. Eight base sherds were recovered from Thrumster, accounting for 5% of the overall assemblage. Most 

of the base sherds are corner pieces, however, none are particularly large or diagnostic.  

 

Rim Sherds 
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166. Sixteen rim sherds were found during excavation, accounting for around 10% of the total assemblage. 

The rims vary in size and thickness but few were large enough to facilitate reliable calculation of their 

diameters. The very small size of the assemblage makes it difficult to offer firm conclusions but, none-

the-less, a typology was devised by dividing the rim sherds into types of similar shapes and styles. They 

were classed under two main divisions: non-everted and everted types (the latter subsequently broken 

into further sub-divisions). 

 

Everted rims 

 

167. Three everted rim forms were recovered from Thrumster, represented by only a handful of 

shards. 

 

Type A (Fig 10_3) 

 

168. One sherd (SF 102, context 51) is characterised by its sharply everted rim with a large and very distinct 

shoulder. It is a large sherd ranging in thickness between 10mm and 13mm. It has finger impressions 

that make pinched-in depressions around the shoulder and rim.  

 

169. Finger-impressions below a rim are known from a range of sites across Atlantic Scotland, for example, 

from A’ Cheardach Bheag, South Uist (Fairhurst 1971, fig 7, nos 1 and 7) and Clickhimin, Shetland 

(Hamilton 1968, fig 66, no 1). However, the closest parallels for the impressions in association with the 

everted rims are from Caithness, particularly Whitegate (Anderson 1901), Crosskirk (Fairhurst 1984, 

108), Wester (Anderson 1901; MacKie 2007, 553, illus 7.97, no 27) and Wag of Forse (Curle 1946; 

Mackie 2007, illus 7.73, no 5). The Crosskirk assemblage is of particular note and this type of pottery 

constitutes around 5% of the total Crosskirk assemblage where it is all associated with the early 

rampart phase.  Fairhurst (ibid.), assigns the type to his pre-broch period, sometime before 200BC. 

Many now see this early rampart period as being earlier, perhaps as early as the Late Bronze Age 

(Mackie 2007, 420-1). Indeed, Mackie (ibid.) argues that this pottery type is a sub-type of the well-

known and widespread Dunagoil ware, the ‘…primary pottery style of the eastern and central mainland 

from the late Bronze Age onwards’. He also notes that a jar from Sheep Hill has similarities with the 

Crosskirk (and Thrumster) examples and suggests that the Sheep Hill example, ‘…should not be later 

than about the 7th or 6th centuries BC’.  An early date may be supported by the Whitegate pot. MacKie 

again stresses the similarities of the pot with his Dunagoil type jar (see also Mackie 581, illus 7.131). 

Since the Whitegate jar was almost intact one may suppose it to have been contemporary with the 

‘broch’ or later occupation; alternatively, as MacKie suggests, the ‘broch’ here may be a much earlier 

roundhouse of the type seen at Bu, Orkney. This is supported by recent excavations at Whitegate 

(Heald, Barber & Cavers forthcoming) which found no trace of diagnostic broch architecture.  The 

Thrumster Type A pottery is similar to that recovered from Nybster, a site that has produced 

radiocarbon-dated evidence from the Late Bronze Age through to the mid-first millennium AD. This 

type of pottery was only recovered from the interior of the Atlantic roundhouse (Cavers & Heald 2012, 

fig 14, EV2; Fig 15), a roundhouse which, again, had no demonstrable broch features, perhaps 

suggesting a date in the early first millennium BC.  

 

170. However, if the pot type did have its gestation period in the Late Bronze Age it was clearly a long-lived 

type. Similar pottery forms are known, for example, from Howe, Orkney (Smith 1994, 243-5, illus 145, 
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no 5496) recovered from Phase 7 deposits; deposits that are argued to date between the 1st and 4th 

centuries AD.  Finger-impressed ‘decoration’ was probably the simplest form of decoration and closely 

linked to squeezing out and finishing an everted rim. Although a consistent form in Caithness - known 

now from excavations at Whitegate, Nybster, Thrumster and Crosskirk – it appears in Caithness and 

Orkney to be in use from the early first millennium BC through to the early centuries AD and in 

consequence is chronologically undiagnostic.  

 

Type B (Fig 10_3) 

 

171. Two rim sherds and one body sherd (SF 97, context 002) are similar to Type A with sharply 

everted rims associated with a large and very distinct shoulder. They are, however, thinner 

with an average thickness of between 4mm and 6mm.  The pottery is similar to examples from 

Crosskirk which have been variously assigned to date ranges between the pre-broch and later-

broch periods (Fairhurst 1984, 108-112). A close parallel may be found in a sherd dated to the 

Later Broch period (ibid., 113, illus 66 no 613), argued to date to the first few centuries AD. 

Type B from Thrumster are also similar to sherds recovered during the recent excavations at 

Nybster (Type EV3; Cavers & Heald 2012, fig 14) where they were recovered from both inside 

the Atlantic roundhouse and an outbuilding dated to between the 1st century BC and 2nd 

century AD. 

 

Type C (Fig 10_3) 

 

172. Type C is represented by two rim sherds, a base and 7 body-sherds (SF 95, context 51).  An almost 

identical type was recovered from Crosskirk (Fairhurst 1984, 111, illus 165, no 312), assigned to the 

Early Broch period. The form can also be paralleled at Yarrows (Anderson 1874) and on a range of 

Orcadian sites, including Gurness (Hedges 1987, 168, fig 2.94). 

 

 

Non-everted types 

 

Type D (Fig 10_3) 

 

173. Type D is represented by one vessel (SF 87, context 2) and is a thick-walled globular bowl or basin. It is 

superficially similar to an example from Crosskirk (Fairhurst 1984, 113, illus 66, no 447) which is 

assigned to the Later Broch period although the context is ‘uncertain’ (ibid. 114).  

 

Type E (Fig 10_4) 

 

174. Two rim sherds (SF 72 and 111, context 51), possibly from the same vessel, were recovered from 

context 51. Not enough of the objects survive to be confident of shape but they appear to be from 

large jars with long-necks. No ready parallels can be found at, for example, Howe, Crosskirk or Nybster, 

although it may be similar to an example from Gurness, Orkney assigned to the broch period (Hedges 

1987, 163, fig 2.89, no 967).  
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Type F (Fig 10_4) 

 

175. Six rim sherds are vertical at the top and quickly flair out to form a jar like shape (SF 57 & 77, context 

51). The rims are flat at the top. Similar to examples from Nybster (Type N7) that were recovered from 

the outbuildings surrounding the Atlantic roundhouse, dated to between the 1st and 3rd centuries AD. A 

possible example is also known from Ousedale broch (NMS X.GA 361). 

 

Type G (Fig 10_4) 

 

176. Two rims sherds and 18 associated body sherds (SF 93, context 51 and bulk finds from trench 4) form 

part of at least one pot. The form can be paralleled at Wag of Forse (Curle 1946; Mackie 2007, illus 

7.73, nos 6 & 7 ). 

 

 

Wheel thrown pottery   

By George Haggarty  

 

177. One hundred and forty-two wheel thrown pottery sherds were recovered from Thrumster. The 

assemblage was dominated by garden pots. These items were thrown using refined, well-sorted, iron-

rich clay and, although impossible to date accurately, are likely to be from either the late 18th, 19th or 

early 20th centuries.  Other sherds included a late Victorian or early 19th century saucer, a late 17th 

century drug jar, a possible medieval jug and a late Victorian decorated bowl.  

 

178. The later assemblage is totally dominated by evidence of gardening activity in the form mainly of 

redware plant pots, although the one sherd probably from a large urn (Con 034, find 27), might suggest 

a garden of some sophistication.   The background noise emanating from the very limited ceramic 

evidence (Tr 8 Con 002; Con 23, Tr 10 Find 75), suggests some on site activity during the medieval 

period, and most likely during the (14th century?).  There is then a hiatus until the late 17 century, 

identified by the recovery of a fairly high status, certainly for the Scottish highlands, tin glazed 

earthenware drug jar from (Tr 8 context 002).  

 

 

Material culture: discussion 

 

179.  Wheel-thrown pottery was recovered from every trench, except for Trench 4.  Diagnostic prehistoric 

pottery came from trenches 2 and 4. 

 

Trench 2 

 

Context 02 

 

180. Twenty-seven (17%) of the total prehistoric assemblage was recovered from Context 02, Trench 2, 

including B & D types. This context also contained the majority of wheel-thrown pottery.  
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Context 015 

 

181. Context 15 contained 4 shards of garden pots 

 

Context 022 

 

182. This context contained 1 shard of a late 18th or early 19th century soup plate. 

 

Context 057 

 

183. Both prehistoric and wheel-thrown pottery were found in context 057. 

 

Contexts 59, 67 & 68 

 

184. Contexts 59, 67 & 68 also contained prehistoric pottery.  

 

Trench 4 

 

Context 51 

 

185. 90 sherds (57% of the total prehistoric assemblage) were recovered from Context 51, trench 4.  No 

post-medieval finds were recovered from this context. This context contained 5 of the 7 diagnostic 

types (Types A, C, E, F & G) and the decorated sherd.  Given that all the types were found in the same 

context, all of the types were in use at the same period. As noted many of these types can be readily 

paralleled on other Caithnessian and Orcadian sites and three types (C, E & F) appear to date to the 

‘broch’ period, that is the Middle Iron Age, conventionally dated to c200BC to AD200.  

 

186. Placing the Thrumster assemblage into a wider context is difficult given the size of the assemblage and 

its lack of chronological precision. The most extensive research in Scottish Iron Age pottery has been 

carried out in the Western Isles resulting in a generally accepted pottery sequence (eg Young, 1955; 

1966; Topping 1985; Lane 1990; Armit 1991; Campbell 2002). Although numerous excavations have 

taken place on the northern mainland and Northern Isles there is still no accepted sequence.  There is a 

particular dearth of study on the Caithness Iron Age.   

 

187. As noted, various of the pottery forms can be paralleled on a number of Orcadian sites, for example at 

Gurness, Howe and Midhowe and the majority of the Thrumster assemblage fit readily into what 

Mackie (2007, 316) calls the standard, plain, hard-fired Orkney broch vessels. Almost all of the pottery 

types can also be paralleled on Caithnessian sites, particularly Crosskirk,Wag of Forse, Nybster and 

Whitegate. Interestingly, none of the pottery forms found at Cnoc Stanger (Mercer 1996), and dated to 

the early first millennium BC were recovered from Thrumster. 
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Coarse stone 

188. Twenty-nine coarse stone finds were recovered from Thrumster.  69% of the assemblage was 

unmodified prior to use. The assemblage is largely typical of Iron Age sites. The following discussion has 

been divided under the objects’ uses and functions.  

 

House and home 

 

189. One stone lamp (SF 80, context 002) was recovered. It is made from a beach cobble into which a hollow 

has been pecked. The shape and form is similar to an example from Kilmster, Skitten (Calder 1946; 

Mackie 2007, illus 7.117). Three possible examples were recovered from Crosskirk (Fairhurst 1984, illus 

75, 124-5). 

 

Food production and consumption 

 

Cobble tools 

 

190. Cobble tools, selected for their convenient shape, are ubiquitous finds from Iron Age sites. Various 

cobbled tools are known including hammerstones, pounders and grinders, the types differentiated by 

use wear patterns on the objects. Eleven cobbled tools were recovered from Thrumster. Where 

discernible, all appear to be grinders.  Five were unstratified. The remaining examples were from 

contexts 002, 023, 051 and 068. 

 

191. Many of the Thrumster examples can be paralleled on a range of Iron Age sites, for example at Skitten 

(Calder 1948, 140); Howe (Ballin Smith 1994, 196, illus 113) and Scalloway (Sharples 1998, 140, Fig 90, 

no. 4630). As the name suggests, they would have been used for grinding various materials, including 

foodstuffs and pigments. 

 

Pestle (Fig 10_2) 

 

192. One broken object has the appearance of a large pestle. It was found in the field next to the broch. It is 

similar to objects recovered by Tress Barry at Keiss Harbour (see NMRS neg A 53271).  

 

Ferrous metalworking 

 

Whetstones 

 

193. One possible whetstone was recovered from Thrumster. Although whetstones are fairly common finds 

on Iron Age sites - excavations at Crosskirk recovered 26 such objects (Fairhurst 1984, 126, ill 77, 184) – 

often many reports do not discuss the implications of such finds. Whetstones would have been used for 

sharpening metal tools. In the absence of iron objects from broch sites, for whatever reason, 

whetstones allow a useful proxy indicator for the existence of metal tools. 
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Possible non-ferrous metalworking 

 

194. One stone object (SF 17, unstratified, (Fig 10_1)) may be an ingot mould, for casting a circular object. 

Ingot moulds are known from the Bronze Age through to the post-medieval period. Unstratified, the 

object cannot be dated from the site’s chronology, and in this, it joins a large number of ingot moulds 

without provenance or date in the National Museums Scotland inter alios. Many were for casting a 

range of shapes: including: circles, ovals, triangles, dumb-bells and horse-shoes. Good examples are 

Trochrigg, Ayrshire (NMS X.CM 10), Arthur’s Seat, Edinburgh (NMS X.CM 28), Loophill, Dumfries and 

Galloway (NMS X.CM 34) and Dorzel, Aberdeenshire (NMS X.CM 8). 

 

195. The various ingot shapes cast in the mould were used for subsequent working into rod, wire or 

sheet. They are usually made of stone or clay and capable of repeated use; some, however, are 

made from re-used brick or fired clay. Some are quite coarse textured, but this does not 

matter as surface finish is not critical as the resulting ingot or blank will be heavily worked so 

any surface irregularities would disappear. 

 

196. Although it is impossible to be sure if the mould is of Iron Age date it is not without precedent. 

In terms of number of sites, ingot moulds are the most frequently recovered evidence for non-

ferrous metalworking from Iron Age Scotland. They are found on Early, Middle and Late Iron 

Age sites and across much of Scotland. They are made from a variety of materials, for example, 

clay, sandstone and steatite. They are often made from re-used objects, like quernstones. The 

ingots produced are also varied. Often the mould is for the production of one ingot, for 

example at Bac Mhic Connain, North Uist. Other moulds are more complex. They can either be 

for the production of numerous ingots, for example as at Dun Beag, Skye or Brough of Birsay, 

Orkney. Alternatively, they can be for a variety of, often obscure, shapes, as, for example at 

Ardifuir, Argyll (see Heald 2005).  

 

 

Leatherworking 

 

Smoothers  

 

197. The term ‘smoother’ is often used to describe small pebbles of less than 100mm in length, 

whose shape has not been altered by use but whose surface shows polish caused by the 

tribochemical interaction between the tool and the contact surface (Adams 2002, 77). They are 

differentiated from whetstones not only by shape but also by the lack of the concavity of the 

wear surface cause by whetting, and by the comparatively high degree of polish following the 

criteria adopted at Dunadd where a large number of these tools were recovered (Lane & 

Campbell 2000, nos. 178, 179, 185).  Smoothers also frequently exhibit areas of dark brown or 

black organic staining in accordance with use of animal fats during the processing of hides 

(McLaren  pers. comm.). Similar to the other cobble stone tools, smoothers are widespread 

from a number of Iron Ages sites. 
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Textile working 

 

Spindle Whorl (Fig 10_2) 

 

198. One spindle whorl (SF 78, context 001) was found at Thrumster. As spindle whorls were the only means 

of thread production throughout the region for most of the prehistoric period they are amongst the 

most commonly recognised artefacts from Iron Age sites (Ballin Smith 1994, 192. A plethora of 

comparable examples are known from almost every Iron Age site. Comparable examples from 

Caithness include Crosskirk (Fairhurst 1984, 126, Ill 78), Skitten (Calder 1948, 141), Ousedale (NMS X.GA 

356) and Keiss Road (Blair 1978, 99 unpublished dissertation).  

 

Weights / Sinkers (Fig 10_2) 

 

199. One flagstone notched weight (SF 44, context 046) was found. These may have served a 

variety of functions such as net-sinkers, thatch-weights or loom- weights. Parallels can be seen 

at Scalloway (Sharples 1998, 148, no. 2) and Crosskirk (Fairhurst 1984, 132). 

 

Leisure 

 

Gaming piece / Counter 

 

200. Four naturally discoidal flat polished pebbles were found at Thrumster. Similar objects were 

recovered from Howe (Ballin Smith 1994, 188) and Clickhimin  (Hamilton 1968, 114) and 

classed as gaming pieces.  

 

Miscellaneous 

 

Pumice 

 

201. One piece of pumice was recovered from Thrumster. Pumice was used for a wide range of functions in 

the Iron Age. Often, it was used for shaping bone points (Smith 1998, 130) or burnishing pottery. That 

pumice turns up in coastal regions, such as Nybster, is hardly surprising. A volcanic source in the north-

east Atlantic, probably in the region of Iceland, has been proposed as the likely origin of the pumice 

(Binns 1971, 27, 180), whence it would have drifted to the beaches of northern and western Scotland 

(D McLaren pers. Comm). Comparable examples of worked pumice from Iron Age phases have been 

found at Clickhimin (Hamilton 1968, 79) Scalloway (Sharples 1998, 119), Burrian (MacGregor 1974, 92) 

and a large quantity from Burland (McLaren & Hunter, unpublished report).    

 

Possible Unfinished bead (Fig 10_2) 

 

202. One stone object (SF 106, context 057) appears to be an unfinished bead. It is peculiar in that it has two 

non-joining perforations. Both are conical but one is circular in plan, the other square. The object may 
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be similar to a perforated object from Wester broch (Anderson 1901) currently in the NMS (see MacKie 

2007, illus 7.97, no 28). 

 

Bone  

 

Pronged Implement 

 

203. One broken object from Thrumster (SF 91, Context 022) is intriguing, although definitive classification is 

difficult because both ends have been broken. It is comparable to what Hallén (1994: 210) classes as 

‘two-pronged implements’, that is implements bifurcated at one end, but of uncertain function. 

However, the broken nature of the Thrumster example makes it impossible to be sure whether the tool 

had the characteristic points and use-wear. It has been suggested that two pronged implements may 

be associated with fishing or textile working (ibid.).    

 

Iron  

 

Structural fittings 

 

204. Nine ferrous finds were recovered from Yarrows, all of which is badly corroded. All of the finds relate to 

structural fitting be they binding; hinges; strips; and nails. The finds were: 2 nails; 3 probable nails; 2 

pieces of miscellaneous sheet; a U-shaped fitting; and a bar. All finds are catalogued fully in Appendix 

A.  

 

205. All are undiagnostic of any particular period and could be any date between the Iron Age and the 

modern period. The objects were recovered from five contexts: 002; 015; 048 and 051. 

 

Summary  

 

206. Although the Thrumster artefactual assemblages are small in comparison to the majority of Iron Age 

sites in the Northern and Western Isles it is still a valuable resource in the interpretation of the site.  

 

 

 

Life in and around the broch in the Iron Age  

 

207. The great majority of the finds are associated with everyday life, particularly food processing and 

consumption. This is true of all of the pottery and the large majority of stone objects. These finds, and 

the ecofactual remains, illustrate that the inhabitants of Thrumster were farmers, fishermen, herders 

and gatherers.  A few objects indicate that the Thrumster inhabitants utilised the resources around 

then in the production and executions of various crafts, including leatherworking, textile working and 

ceramics. The possible gaming pieces hint at games being played, possibly on gaming boards similar to 

the one found at Keiss. The mould, if Iron Age in date,  suggest that the inhabitants may have made 
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some of the metal objects and access to an activity and specialists that has been suggested to be high 

status (Heald 2005).  

 

Report on the Human Bone from Thrumster 

 

Rachel Ives  

 

208. Human bone was observed in four contexts from Thrumster. The bone was hand washed and the 

residue was sorted to check for any small finds. Commingled animal bone was separated from the 

human bone. The human bone was subjected to osteological analysis and is reported upon below. 

 

Results 

 

Context (22).  

 

209. A complete left fifth metacarpal. Weathering present on the shaft of the bone. The epiphyses are fused 

and it is therefore that of an adult. No pathological changes present. 

 

210. A complete right first distal phalanx. The epiphyses are fused and it is therefore that of an adult. No 

pathological changes present. 

 

Context (53). Find (60) 

 

211. An incomplete fragment of adult right maxilla. The maxillary sinus was exposed through post-mortem 

damage. Damage had removed the first and second right incisors and obscured the sockets. The right 

canine and first premolar were lost post-mortem. The second premolar was in situ, showed very slight 

enamel wear and dentine exposure but had suffered from enamel cracking and flaking. The maxillary 

right first and second molars were in situ and also showed enamel flaking and slight enamel polishing. 

There was slight (<45 degree) mesial rotation of the first and second molars, which is a normal variant 

established during dental development. No pathological changes to dentition or maxillary sinus. The 

preservation of the enamel and possible effects on the underlying dentine should be considered prior 

to any attempt to underake further analysis on the teeth (e.g. stable isotope investigation).  

 

Context (57) Find (105).  

 

212. An incomplete deciduous maxillary second molar. The crown is complete but the root is incomplete. 

The surface of the root is smooth – it is possible that the root has resorbed having been in situ as a 

retained tooth in the permanent dentition, but it is also possible that post-mortem polishing and 

abrasion of the root took place if the tooth was loose in the ground and depending on site conditions. 

No pathological changes present. 

 

Context (023) Find (56); Inventory 
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213. This context contained an incomplete adult human skeleton. Fragmented cranial remains were present 

including left and right portions of the frontal bone, left and right parietals, temporal bones and 

fragmented occipital remains. The endocranial margin of the right frontal bone appeared slightly 

thickened in a section displayed by post-mortem breakage and the endocranial vessels could be slightly 

deepened, although there is no evidence of any new bone formation or other clear pathological 

changes.  

 

214. Fragments of a right and left adult mandible were present and whilst there is some bone missing, the 

size and morphology of these fragments suggest they matched each other. The right mandible showed 

post-mortem loss of teeth from the first incisor through to the second premolar. The first mandibular 

molar was in situ with slight enamel flaking around the crown but slight enamel polishing evident on 

the occlusal surface. The second and third mandibular right molars were lost post-mortem. The left 

mandible only showed the molar dentition with the first molar lost post-mortem, the second in situ 

with only slight occlusal dentine exposure and the third missing post-mortem.   

 

215. A fragment of adult left maxilla is present. This appears to match in terms of size and morphology the 

fragment of right maxilla found in context (53), Find (105) reported on above. The left maxilla 

contained the first molar in situ with poor enamel preservation. The second molar is lost post-mortem. 

The third molar is unobservable.  

 

216. Six loose teeth were present from this context. Two were adult premolars; a second left premolar 

matched the left mandible fragment identified above, a first left premolar is a possible match but the 

root was damaged. One loose, possibly maxillary, first molar was present with possible gross carious 

destruction of the crown although this appeared to be exacerbated by damage. This did not match the 

maxilla in this, or the other contexts. A loose mandibular right third molar matched the mandibular 

fragment present, a loose mandibular right second molar was present and matched the right mandible 

fragment and a loose mandibular left first molar matched the left mandibular fragment present.   

 

217. One human adult right radius, with slight damage and separated fragment at the distal end of the shaft. 

Proximal joint surface present – no pathological changes, distal joint surface was damaged.  

 

218. One adult proximal hand phalanx present – no pathological changes. 

 

Preservation 

 

219. There was weathering and fissuring of the external cortical bone of the frontal bone and there are focal 

pits where external cortical bone has been removed by post-mortem damage or activity, particularly 

over the right coronal suture line.  

 

Sex and Age 

 

220. The glabella, mastoid processes and the nuchal crest were rugged and volumous indicating the remains 

were of a male. The ectocranial suture lines were all fused but the dental wear was very slight. An 

estimate of the age at death of the individual, beyond that of being an adult, cannot be determined 

from the surviving remains.  
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Pathological changes 

 

221. The left zygomatic process was sharply delimited close to its origin with the temporal bone. When 

viewed from the superior aspect it was possible to define a sharp, linear line that had defined the limit 

of the surviving zygomatic process and could indicate that the remainder had been removed by a sharp 

force and probably bladed instrument. A series of possible radiating fracture lines or fissures were 

present throughout the remainder of the skull. These included a linear fissure that vertically sectioned 

the left temporal bone for approximately 2.5cm and spreading into the joint surface for the temporo-

mandibular articulation. The fissure through the joint surface is jagged and not smooth edged and 

peters out. In contrast, the fissure through the temporal bone superior to the joint surface is smooth 

edged. The skull is heavily fragmented and there has been separation by post-mortem damage, 

particularly through the frontal bone and occipital bone. A horizontal fissure spreading posteriorly 

through the left parietal, which had two curved ectocranial margins which exposed diploe and 

endocranial bone that was overhanging the ectocranial bone removal. Further horizontal fissures 

spread through the occipital bone and vertical fissures spread through the left temporal bone through 

the parietal bone towards the sagittal suture and also through the frontal bone.  

 

 

Human bone: Discussion 

 

222. If the dentition of context (53) does belong with that found in context (23) then it seems likely that one 

adult male was found buried in the Broch.  

 

223. This report was prepared before the main report was drafted and the main author (JB) has added this 

comment. The discussion of the gallery infill deposits has highlighted the proliferation of context 

numbers for what is essentially a simple backfilling deposit all introduced to the gallery at one time. The 

deposit is heterogeneous and mixed through it at all levels are prehistoric, medieval, and post medieval 

to modern potsherds. The skeletal remains were similarly spread across several discrete pockets of infill 

material but contexts [22], [23], [53] and [57] are all components of a single infill deposit. 

 

224. The date of the human remains from the Broch is also unclear and will not be clarified by the contents of 

the infill deposit. A sample of the human bone reported upon here will be submitted for radiocarbon 

determination and this section of the report will be extended to consider the implications of the results 

of that dating exercise. 
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Macro-plant remains 

By Jackaline Robertson 

 

The data 

 

225. 32 bulk soil samples from the excavation undertaken at Thrumster Broch Caithness were submitted for 

sample processing for the extraction of environmental and artefactual remains. At time of writing this 

report, the DSR and contextual information for this site was unavailable. Therefore this report will 

concentrate on describing the carbonized plant fossils recovered, rather than attempt to interpret the 

evidence in relation to site specific questions.  Of the 32 samples processed, 23 were found to contain 

charred macroplant remains. The macroplant assemblage was small and poorly preserved and was 

dominated by barley, with smaller quantities of hulled barley, naked barley, oat, wheat and 

indeterminate cereal caryopses.  A small quantity of weed taxa was recovered and these were typically 

agricultural contaminants. Modern contamination including roots, plant material and insect remains 

were present in all samples.   

 

226. An effort will be made to place Thrumster Broch in context by comparing these findings with other sites 

of a similar date and location.  

 

Methodology 

 

227. Samples were processed in their entirety in laboratory conditions using a floatation method designed 

to retrieve charred macroplant remains (cf. Kenward et al. 1980).  The sediment consisted of a 

brown/grey sandy/clay which did not require any pre-treatment. The residue was stored in a 1mm 

mesh and the flot was captured in 1mm and 0.3 sieves respectively. All plant macrofossils were 

subsequently examined at magnifications of x10 and up to x100 where necessary to aid identification. 

Identifications were confirmed using modern reference material and seed atlases stored at AOC 

Edinburgh (Cappers et al 2006; Jacomet 2006). Nomenclature follows Clapham et al (1989). 

 

Results  

 

228. The results are presented in Table 1. Charred Macroplant Assemblage 

 

229. The charred macroplant assemblage was small and poorly preserved.  Charred macro remains were 

recovered from 23 contexts.  The plant assemblage was concentrated in contexts (51) and (54), where 

over a thousand barley caryopses were recovered. There is evidence that hulled barley was the 

dominant and most economically important cereal present at Thrumster Broch. The naked barley, 

wheat and oats are possibly containments of the main cereal crop. The remainder of the carbonized 

plant assemblage consisted of weed taxa, with very few potentially useful plants recovered.  

 

230. All 32 samples were found to contain large quantities of modern contamination such as plant material, 

worm capsules, fly puparia, beetles, insect eggs and megaspores. The presence of rodent remains 

within the animal bone assemblage is a good indication that animal burrowing has contributed to the 
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disturbance of these features and there is the potential  that re-working of finds within deposits has 

occurred.  

 

Summary 

 

Cultivated plants  

 

231. The barley recovered from Thrumster Broch included the hulled variety. The proportions between 

symmetric and asymmetric barley caryopses are indicative of six row barley and this is confirmed by the 

recovery of rachis internodes belonging to the same species. It is doubtful the naked barley and wheat 

were deliberately cultivated. These species are more likely to have been contaminates growing along 

side the main barley crop. It was not possible to determine whether the oat was the cultivated or wild 

species, but like the wheat and naked barley it was probably a contaminant. 

  

Useful species 

 

232. The Calluna vulgaris (heather) and Gramineae sp (grass) remains could be evidence of material 

deliberately collected for use as insulation, bedding, building material or turves. As only a few 

fragments were recovered it is not possible to fully evaluate the economic importance, if any, of this 

material to Thrumster Broch. Heather is a commonly exploited resource in this region during the Iron 

Age. However the grass and heather remains could equally have been transported to the site as an 

accidental inclusion or have been growing on or near to the site before being accidently charred.  

 

233. Other potentially useful species included brassica sp (cabbage) which can be consumed by both 

humans and livestock. Members of this family such as wild turnip were also deliberately cultivated 

along side cereal crops in an effort to maintain sandy soils.  However this species is a common weed 

and it was not found in large quantities at Thrumster Broch to indicate the inhabitants were 

deliberately harvesting these plants, or at least on a significant scale.   

 

Wild species 

 

234. The weed seeds recovered were representative of plants which tend to favour acidic sandy type soils. 

This is confirmed by the presence of corn spurrey, knotgrass and chickweed which are all typical 

contaminates of agricultural crops which tend to favour acidic sandy landscapes. There is no evidence 

that any of these remains were deliberately harvested or brought to site as anything but accidental 

inclusions of cereal crops. The small quantity of agricultural weed taxa along with only a few chaff 

fragments indicates that the crops were processed at a separate location prior to being transported to 

the broch.  

 

235. The Carex sp (sedge) and Juncus sp (rush) typically inhabit damp conditions. This indicates that these 

remains unless growing nearby were brought to the site as either accidental inclusions or were 

deliberately gathered, possibly once dried, to be used for insulation or fuel. 
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Comparision 

 

236. The economic importance of barley as the major cereal crop in Caithness and the islands has been 

noted at other excavations in Nybster Broch Caithness, Crosskirk Caithness, Pool Orkney, Cnip Lewis, 

Beleshare North Uist and Hornish point South Uist (Heald and Cavers 2012, Dickson et al 1984; Bond 

2007; Church et al 2006; Jones 2003). This reliance on barley is due to the climate and growing 

conditions present in the highlands and islands which favours this species. The economic importance of 

six rowed barley at Thrumster is reflected at other sites in Caithness and the islands (Heald and Cavers 

2012; Macartney 1984; Bond 2007; Church et al 2006; Jones 2003). 

 

237. Direct comparison of Thrumster Broch with contemporary island sites can be difficult as to a certain 

extent these locations are artificial environments. Unlike mainland sites, island ecologies are more 

controlled by the inhabitants in terms of what plant species are introduced either deliberately or 

accidently. However the plant remains recovered from Thrumster Broch are similar to the results 

previously reported at Nybster and Croskirk Broch in Caithness.  These sites have all produced relatively 

small assemblages which are clearly dominated by barley in particular hulled barley.  

 

Conclusion 

 

238. The charred macroplant assemblage recovered from Thrumster Broch is typical of the prehistoric 

period in Caithness. Barley is the dominant cereal crop cultivated in this location and forms the main 

plant food resource for the inhabitants of Thrumster. The other cereal remains were probably weeds 

rather than deliberately cultivated crops. If the oat and wheat were being cultivated it was certainly not 

on the same scale as the barley or as important to the local economy.  

 

239. The weed seeds recovered are all typical contaminates of agricultural crops which tend to favour acidic 

sandy type soils. There is no evidence that any of these remains were deliberately harvested or brought 

to site as anything but accidental inclusions of cereal crops. The small quantity of weed taxa cereal 

chaff fragments indicates that the crops were processed elsewhere prior to being transported to the 

broch.  

 

240. Thrumster Broch appears to have been used primarily as a domestic setting rather than as an 

agricultural site. There is no surviving archaeobotanical evidence it was used to process grain or store 

unprocessed grain on any significant scale. What can be established is that the inhabitants of 

Thrumster, like similar Brochs in Caithness and the islands relied on hulled barley as a major 

component of their diet. 
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Animal Bone from Thrumster Broch 

By Jackaline Robertson 

 

The data 

 

241. The 1063 bone fragments collected by hand with a further 491 fragments recovered from 24 bulk 

samples were submitted for analysis from the excavation undertaken at Thrumster Broch, Caithness. At 

time of writing this report, the DSR and contextual information for this site was unavailable. This report 

will therefore concentrate on the technical information provided by the animal bone rather than 

interpret the archaeological importance and value of these remains within site specific questions. 

Species identified were cattle, horse, sheep/goat, pig, large cetacean, dog, cat, rabbit and rodent. A 

single bird bone was noted but these remains are not discussed further.  An effort was made to address 

issues such as carcass utilisation, age group and the dominant major domesticates, however only loose 

conclusions could be drawn given the quantity of material which could actually be identified to species 

and element.   

 

242. The animal bone assemblage was collected both by hand and by processing bulk soil samples. This has 

ensured that the assemblage is not biased in favor of the larger more complete bones, as a wide range 

of different sized elements from varying species was recovered. This is evidenced by the retrieval of 

small fragments such as foot and rodent bones which are typically lost if the only method of collection 

is by hand. Poorly preserved fragments were also recovered alongside more complete well preserved 

bone elements. The overall preservation of the bone collected by hand was described as poor to 

adequate with only a smaller proportion of the assemblage recorded as good to excellent. Those 

fragments retrieved through sample processing have typically suffered a higher degree of 

fragmentation. The material designated as poorly preserved had experienced taphonomic damage 

prior to burial such as burning, staining, weathering and animal gnawing.   

 

Methodology 

 

243. The assemblage was identified to element and species with the aid of skeletal atlases (Hillson 1986; 

Schmid 1972) and the reference collection stored at AOC Archaeology Ltd (Edinburgh).  Where an 

element could not be identified to species, it was instead described as large mammal (cattle / horse / 

Sheep/goat/ deer), or small mammal (dog/cat). The results are presented in tables in appendix 1. Table 

1 details the identifiable elements and species and the following criteria were recorded: context, 

feature, element, species, side, fusion state, age, fragmentation, state of preservation and any evidence 

of staining on the bone surface. No attempt was made to identify either ribs or vertebrae to species. 

Instead these elements were described as either large mammal or small mammal where appropriate. 

 

244. Both epiphyseal fusion and tooth wear were examined to determine the age of the assemblage (Payne 

1973; Silver 1969). The proximal, distal and shaft areas of each fragment was recorded to determine 

the level of fragmentation within the assemblage (Dobney et al 1988).  Assessing the level of staining 

used the following method:  no staining was rated “0”; some staining affecting less than 25% of the 

bone surface was designated as “1”; less than 50% surface staining was “2”; while 50 – 75% was 

described as 3” and greater than 75% was rated as “4”. A four point system was used to analysis 



Community Excavations At Thrumster Broch 2011: Final Report 

© AOC Archaeology 2012      |    PAGE 64 OF 77     |    www.aocarchaeology.com 

preservation with excellent, good, adequate and poor. The assemblage was also examined for butchery 

marks, pathologies, bone working, burning and carnivore gnawing. Only those bones found to be intact 

were measured (Von Den Driesch 1976). 

 

Results  

 

245. Results are catalogued in Appendix 1.   

 

246. The species and the number of fragments identified within the assemblage were cattle (146), horse (7), 

large cetacean (5), sheep/goat (21), pig (27), dog (39), cat (3), rabbit (1), rodent (58), large mammal 

(803), small mammal (58) and indeterminate (386). The initial results are presented here in a basic NISP 

(number of identified specimens) format but it must be remembered that this in certain circumstances 

can lead to the over representation of species within the faunal assemblage. This is certainly true of the 

material recovered from Thrumster Broch, where many of the identified cattle fragments consisted of 

loose teeth and this may have exaggerated the importance of this species within this particular site. 

Give the size of the assemblage and absence of any contextual information the decision was made not 

to include MNI (minimum number of individual) information at this stage of the report. 

 

247. The animal bone assemblage while small and fragmented did provide an opportunity to note evidence 

of age, carcass utilization and bone modification. 189 bone fragments were modified by burning and 

none of these exceeded 20mm in size. 12 bones displayed evidence of butchery which consisted off 

chop marks, skinning, marrow cracking and saw marks. Pathologies were identified on five dog 

metapodials, a cattle humerus and molar. Evidence of damage attributable to animals such as gnawing 

was noted on four fragments. The assemblage was dominated by foot bones, loose teeth and vertebrae 

which are typically regarded as low meat bearing bones. Long bones belonging to the main 

domesticates were also recovered but in much smaller quantities.  

 

Summary 

 

Age 

 

248. The cattle bone fragments which provided useable epiphyses fusion rates were dominated by foot 

bones. There was no evidence of any neonates or juveniles within this assemblage. Instead the 

evidence indicates no animal was younger than twelve months and a minimum of two individuals were 

three years. At least one animal expired before 1.5 years. The presence of mature cattle suggests a 

meat economy. Animals which are used primarily for meat production are allowed to obtain their 

optimum weight which is normally around three years before being slaughtered. There is no advantage 

in allowing the animal to surpass this age as their meat value does not increase, instead they are only 

gaining fat. The evidence for the mortality profiles provided by the cattle is limited. It can only be 

tentatively suggested that the cattle remains recovered from Thrumster are representative of a mixed 

economy in which both dairying and meat production had a role. 

 

249. As with the cattle remains there is no evidence of any sheep/goat neonates or juveniles within this 

assemblage. The available epiphyses fusion rates indicate that the sheep/goat fragments were aged 

between 10 months and two years at time of death. No individual was found to have expired before 10 

months, alternatively there was no evidence of any animal surviving beyond the age of two. Clearly all 
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these animals were dead before reaching skeletal maturity and their optim weight. This mortality 

profile is generaly consistent with a dairy economy and or the culling of surplus animals before the 

beginning of winter. The absence of neonates could be a result of allowing the animals to lamb outside 

the settlement. 

 

250. A single pig was found to have died before ten weeks. It is unlikely this animal was a still birth or died 

shortly after wards as the deciduous teeth had erupted.  It is more plausible this animal was 

slaughtered quickly for meat as these animals have no secondary products to exploit. The remains of 

such a young animal could indicate that pigs were bred on site.  Epiphyses fusion indicates that at least 

one individual was older than two years before being slaughtered. The only reason to keep a pig for so 

long is for breeding and to opimize the quantity of meat available.  

 

251. The fragments identified as horse consisted of 4 molars and a single unfused humerus. This unfused 

humerus indicates that the horse died before the age of 3.5 years. Given the elements and condition of 

the fragments recovered it is not possible to establish whether these remains belonged to a pony or 

cavalry horse. 

 

252. The dog fragments all belonged to adults. No individual was found to be below the age of 1.5 years. The 

dog remains appear to have belonged to a large breed rather than a smaller species like a terrier.  

 

 

Pathology 

 

 

253. The only age related pathologies identified were restricted to five dog metapodials which displayed 

clear evidence of arthritis. There was a single small oval hole on a cattle humerus which did not appear 

to have occurred naturally. Instead this could be the result of a malignancy such as a lesion or tumor as 

opposed to a physical trauma like a break or fracture. A single cattle molar displayed evidence of very 

slight cementum lines affecting the surface which could be evidence of poor diet or even calcium 

deficiency. Similar finds but on a larger scale have previously been noted at Pool, Sanday (Bond 2007; 

233) 

 

Bone modification 

 

254. 189 burnt bone fragments were recovered which had been burnt at a relatively high temperature with 

evidence of white, blue and black charring. Most burnt fragments did not exceed 20mm in size. Only a 

single charred sheep/goat radius could be identified.  

 

255. Twelve bones had been butchered and these included saw, chop, marrow cracking and skinning marks. 

A sheep/goat sized horn had been sawn at the tip. Large shallow cut marks typically associated with 

skinning and chop marks probably to detach the joint of meat from the carcass were evident on the 

foot bones, ribs and vertebrae. Marrow cracking was evident on the cattle metapodials and phalanges.  

 

256. Bone modification in the form of animal gnawing was present on four large fragments which had also 

suffered extensive weathering. This suggests that these remains were exposed for a period of time 
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before finally being buried. The gnaw marks where probably made by a dog or cat rather than rodent. 

There was cat and dog recovered from this site so there was opportunity for these species to gnaw and 

remove bones from the assemblage. It was not possible to establish if the cat remains recovered were 

domestic or wild species. The rabbit and rodent remains have not suffered the same level of 

weathering, staining or fragmentation as suffered by the rest of the assemblage and this is a good 

indicator that these remains are intrusive. 

 

257. There was extensive evidence of weathering and staining affecting the bone, indicating they had been 

left exposed prior to burial or had been disturbed later.  

 

258. There was no evidence of any extensive bone working or waste associated with bone working having 

occurred on site.  

 

Comparison sites 

 

259. The animal bone assemblage recovered from Thrumster Broch assemblage is similar to those reported 

in other sites of a similar date at Nybster Broch Caithness, Crosskirk Caithness, Pool Orkney, Cnip Lewis, 

Beleshare North Uist and Hornish point South Uist (Heald and Cavers 2012, Macartney 1984; Bond 

2007; McCormick 2006; Jones 2003). It is evident that at Thrumster Broch as with the other sites in 

Caithness and the Islands, cattle, sheep/goat and to a lesser extent pig all had an important role within 

the Iron Age economy in this region 

 

260. The animal mortality profiles of these other sites have been interpreted as representing dairying and 

the culling of surplus young animals before winter. The mortality profiles for the sheep/goat and pig are 

as expected. The absence of neonatal or juvenile cattle at Thrumser is unusual as this age group are 

common finds particularly in the Northern and Western isles (Bond 2007; 219). This could suggest that 

the cattle at Thrumster were used primarily for meat production. More plausible is that these particular 

remains were brought to the site as either cuts of meat or that the neonates and juveniles were 

exported elsewhere. It is unlikely that the local environment and agriculture practised at Thrumster 

would have the capacity to maintain a large herd of adult cattle. Given the small size of this assemblage 

it is dangerous to make specific conclusions regarding the animal husbandry practised at Thrumster. 

More likely the mortality profiles are representative of a mixed economy which was dependent on milk, 

wool and meat as has been identified at other sites in Caithness. 

 

261. The absence of wild species such as deer and seal at Thrumster has already been noted at Nybster 

Broch in Caithness. This is not to infer these species were not exploited at this location, as it is more 

probable they were disposed of elsewhere or have been accidently removed from the archaeological 

record by scavengers and other taphonomic factors. Wild species were clearly exploited at the 

Crosskirk site in Caithness and in the Islands,but these assemblages are larger. 

 

262. Direct comparisons of Thrumster Broch with contepory Island sites located on Orkney, Shetland and 

Lewis and Uist can be difficult as to a certain extent these habits are artificial environments. Unlike 

mainland sites, islands habitats are more controlled in terms of what animals are introduced and 

exploited. This could explain the presence of deer at these sites where these animals would orginaly 

have to have been imported and more easily exploited.  
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Conclusion 

 

263. The animal bone assemblage recovered from Thrumster Broch is small but is still able to provide some 

information concerning the species present and the diet enjoyed by the inhabitants of this site.  The 

species identified are all typical finds for the Iron Age period in Caithness. There is exploitation of cattle, 

sheep/goat and pig. There are no neonates or senile individuals present within the assemblage, 

although there is a juvenile pig. There are also mature cattle and pigs however there none of these 

individuals survived beyond the age of four. This represents a mixed economy dependent on both 

dairying and meat production.  

 

264. The skeletal elements are dominated by loose teeth, phalanges, metapodials, and vertebrae. The small 

size and limited range of elements recovered makes it difficult based on the available evidence to 

determine whether the animals were brought to the site on the hoof or as imported cuts of meat. If 

certain species such as the cattle were transported as cuts of meat then this would explain the absence 

of neonates and juveniles. It is unlikely that the inhabitants of Thrumster had access to adequate 

grazing and fodder resources to maintain large herds of adult cattle. Cuts of meat could have been 

imported to this site or if large scale animal husbandry did occur at Thrumster the young animals were 

transported elsewhere.  

 

265. The only wild species recovered were seven fragments of poorly preserved bone which were large 

cetacean although they could not be identified further. There is a history of exploitation of both whale 

and seal resources in this region. These finds could have been obtained through fishing however these 

remains could have been as easily obtained through the exploitation of stranded animals or trade.  

 

266. The available evidence from this assemblage is somewhat undermined by the high level of 

fragmentation. What can be ascertained is that Thrumster Broch had access to a range of animals with 

cattle, sheep/goat and pig all economically important. The animal husbandry practised at Thrumster is 

difficult to interpret based on the limited evidence available but there is evidence that some cattle had 

reached their optimum weight size before being slaughtered. This indicates these animals were 

exploited for their meat value.  The sheep/goat mortality profiles are similar to those reported at other 

sites in Caithness and represent a dairying economy. The exploitation of animal resources at Thrumster 

Broch in terms of their dependence on cattle, sheep/ goat and to lesser extent pig are consistent  with  

findings previously recorded at other sites in Caithness and in the islands. 
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Radiocarbon Dates  

SUERC NO Lab No Context Material Determination ± S.D. Calibrated @ 2 sigma 
  
  
  

38269 GU26159 21 barley (Hordeum sp) 2085 ± 30 194 calBC   40 calBC   

                      

38270 GU26160 24 barley (Hordeum sp) 2050 ± 30 166 calBC   20 calBC   

                      

38271 GU26161 28 bone large mammal 1710 ± 30 253 AD 405 AD 

                      

38272 GU26162 31 barley (Hordeum sp) 2145 ± 30 355 calBC   290 calBC   

              232 calBC   89 calBC   

              76 calBC   57 calBC   

38273 GU26163 32 charcoal, various 2310 ± 30 410 calBC   356 calBC   

              286 calBC   233 calBC   

38274 GU26164 45 bone large mammal               

                      

  GU26165 51 barley (Hordeum sp)               

                      

  GU26166 57 barley (Hordeum sp) 2030 ± 30 154 calBC   137 calBC   

              113 calBC   53 AD 

38275 GU26167 67 hulled barley (Hordeum vulgare L) 2025 ± 30 153 calBC   140 calBC   

              111 calBC   55 AD 

38279 GU26168 68 barley (Hordeum sp) 2200 ± 30 376 calBC   186 calBC   

                      

                      

38280 GU26169 75 barley (Hordeum sp) 2245 ± 30 392 calBC   346 calBC   

              321 calBC   206 calBC   

38281 GU26170 76  hazel (Corylus sp) 3680 ± 30 2191 calBC   2181 calBC   
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              2142 calBC   1965 calBC   

38282 GU26171 77  birch (Betula sp) 1750 ± 30 216 AD 390 AD 

                      

38283 GU26172 614 barley (Hordeum sp) 2030 ± 30 157 calBC   137 calBC   

              113 calBC   53 AD 

 
Table A.1: Radiocarbon determinations calibrated at 2 sigma
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Project 60028: Flot data                   

                   

Context   21 24 25 28 31 32 45 51 57 66 67 68 75 76 77 614 

Feature                   

Sample Vol                   

Flot vol   <10 <10 <10 <10 <10 <10 <10 200 20 <10 20 <10 <10 <10 20 <10 

% Analysed   100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Vernacular name Common name Plant part                 

Trticum sp(p). wheat caryopsis/es        2 2        

Hordeum vulgare L. Hulled barley caryopsis/es        2         

Hordeum vulgare var. nudum naked barley caryopsis/es  1      4         

Hordeum sp(p). barley caryopsis/es 1 22 1  3   >1000 49  18 3   4 15 

Avena sp (p). oat caryopsis/es  2      90 5  4    2  

Cerealia chaff cereals chaff frg(s)        2         

Cerealia indet cereals caryopsis/es 3 34   1   47 30  11 2 1  5 9 

Rumex acetosella L sheep's sorrel fruit(s)        1 1  1      

Chenopodium album L. fat hen seed(s) 1                

Chenopodium sp(p). goosefoot seed(s)            1    1 

Stellaria media L. common chickweed seed(s) 5    5  5 20    1    2 

Stellaria  sp(p). chickweed seed(s)     3   25    4 1    

Spergula arvensis L. corn spurrey seed(s)     1  1 1    1     

Silene sp(p). campion seed(s)   1              

Juncus sp(p). rush seed(s) 1            1    

Brassia sp. /sinapis arvensis cabbage/charlock seed(s)        1    1   2  

Ranunculus sp(p). meadow/creeping/bulbous 

buttercup 

achene(s)        1         

Gramineae sp(p). grasses caryopsis/es 2  1 1        2     

Carex sp(p). Sedges nutlet(s) 1       2   2  2  1  

Indet      1  3  1  1  1 2   1  

Cenococcum sclerotia fungal fruit bodies      +  + ++++   +    +  

Charcoal   1 <4mm 1<4mm 1<4mm     3 (6.1g) 2 (0.8g)  1 (0.3g) 1<4mm 1<4mm 1<4mm 2 (1.3g) 1<4mm 

                   

Uncharred plant remains                   

Hordeum vulgare L. Hulled barley caryopsis/es        +         

Urtica diocia L. Stinging nettle achene(s) +++ ++ ++ +    + ++  +   + ++  

Polygonum aviculare agg. knotgrass fruit(s)  +       +        

Bilderdykia convolvulus L. Black bindweed fruit(s)  +               

Chrysanthemum segetum L. corn marigold achene(s)              +   

Gramineae sp(p). grasses caryopsis/es        +++     +    

Cenococcum sclerotia fungal fruit bodies           +    + +  

Roots   + ++ + + + + + ++ ++ + ++ + + + +++ + 

wood frag   +    +      +    +  

Stem      + + +           

                   

Invertebrates                   

Bettle   ++       +    +     

centipedes   +   ++   + ++ ++  +      

Fly          +           

Fly puparia          +       +  
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Key no of frags: += <10, ++=10-29, +++=30-100, ++++=>100  

 

Table A.2: Environmental analysis, flot data 

  

Insect eggs   +++ +++ ++ + ++  + +++ +++ + +++ +++ + ++ ++ 2 

Snail   + +      + +      + 1 

Spring tail                +   

Spider red          + +        

Wood lice   +       2   +  +  +  

Worm capsule     + + +   + 2  + +  + + 1 

                   

Other finds                   

Bone       +   + +    +  +  

Red plastic    +               

Yellow crystal structure              +     
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Project: 60028 Thrumster                  

                    

Context Sample  Area Retent vol 
(l) 

% 
Sorted 

Ceramic 
(g) 

Daub 
(g) 

Worked Stone 
(g) 

Industrial 
(g) 

Metal 
(g) 

L/M (g) S/M (g) Burnt 
Bo 

Fish Shell marine 
(g) 

Shell t 
(g) 

Charcoal 
(g) 

Cereal 
(g) 

Other  

2A  T6 6.1 100% 1 (4.8g)   1 (1.0g)  2 (3.0g)    2 (2.7g)      

15  T2 3   1 
(20.5g) 

   1 
(1.42g) 

1 1     2 (0.1g)   

16  T8 4.5     1 (0.4g)   3 (6.2g)    2 
(0.08g) 

 1 
(0.01g) 

  

21  T8 21.4     1 (0.9g)    1 (n/a)    1 (0.2g)    

22  T9 3.3       1 (0.1g) 1         

23  T9 4       1 (1.6g)   1 
(0.06g) 

 1 
(0.03g) 

    

24 S1/24 T1 0.6                No finds 

25 S2/25 T1 0.4         1 (0.1g)        

28   4       1 (0.7g)  1 (1.5g)        

31  T6 7.9  1 (1.8g)   1 (1.4g)   3 
(10.3g) 

    1 (0.1g)    

31A  T6 2  1 (1.4g)   1 (0.03g)  2 (6.0g) 1 
(0.03g) 

        

32  T6 13.5  1 (5.0g)     2 (8.3g) 1 (0.4g)     1 (0.1g) 1 (0.9g)   

36   1       2 
(15.9g) 

         

45  T6 1.6  1 (4.3g) 1 (1.0g)    2 (5.7g)       1 
(0.01g) 

  

49  T9 2         1 
(0.02g) 

  1 
(0.01g) 

2 (0.5g)    

51  T4 16.2  1 (93.8g) 1 (9.4g)    2 
(37.5g) 

     4 (12.5g) 4 (6.3g)  Decorated pot 

52  T9 3.2        2 (6.3g)    1 
(0.05g) 

    

53  T9 7  1 (1.0g)   1 (0.5g)   3 
(11.7g) 

1 
(0.03g) 

  1 
(0.03g) 

1 (0.02g) 1 (n/a)   

54  T1 2.8     1 (0.4g)  2 (4.7g)          

54  T4 4  1 (5.1g)       1 (0.1g)    2 (2.3g) 3 (1.1g)   

55   3.4  1  (1.8g)    1 (n/a) 3 
(39.8g) 

     2 (0.7g)    

56  T4 1.1  1 (3.5g)               

57  T2 8.5  1 (7.2g) 2 (1.3g)  2 (2.4g)   1 (1.0g) 2 (3.9g)    2 (1.3g) 2 (0.1g) unburnt peat 

59  T2 0.2                No finds 

66  T8 0.2               unburnt peat 

67  T2 6.5         1 
(0.08g) 

       

68   2  1 (4.7g)   2 (4.3g)  1 (6.2g)      2 (0.6g) 1 (n/a)   

70  T3 3.2  1 (4.9g)     2 (1.3g)      1 (0.1g)    

71  T6 1.4  1 (44.6g)     2 (2.0g)       1 
(0.03g) 

  

73 61 T2 0.02             2 (1.2g    

73  T2 4  1 (17.0g)   1 (0.6g)  2 (4.9g)      2 (7.4g) 1 
(0.09g) 

  

75   2    1 (57.1g)   1 
(0.09g) 

         

76  T9 1.1    1 (3879.9g) 1 (0.4g)        1 (0.3g)    

77   5.5  1 (3.9g)     3 
(55.9g) 

1 (0.1g)  1 
(0.06g) 

1 (0.6g)  2 (1.7g)   some bags 
marked as 127 
change to 77 

 61  0.02              1 (n/a)   

614  T4              2 (0.6g) 1 
(0.01g) 

  

Table A.3: Environmental analysis, retent data 
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Figure 0_1: Site location

Figure 0_2: Shearer’s sketch section of Thrumster Mains Broch



Community Excavations at Thrumster Broch 2011: Final Report

© AOC Archaeology 2011      |     www.aocarchaeology.com

Figure 0_4a: Wallhead landscaping in T6

Figure 0_4b: Wallhead landscaping in T6
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Figure 0_4c: Wallhead landscaping in T6

Figure 0_6: Core structure internal masonry surviving to north side of T5
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Figure 0_7: Outer face of core structure (behind OLW) shows break in masonry c.60cm from left edge of 
cutting

Figure 0_8: Realignment of the outer wallface in the area of T5
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Figure 0_9: Inner wallface in northeast quadrant showing ramping of soil fallen from wallhead, or the stains 
where such soil has been removed

Figure 0_10a: Iron strapwork rivetted to bedrock and formed to contain an upright post



Community Excavations at Thrumster Broch 2011: Final Report

© AOC Archaeology 2011      |     www.aocarchaeology.com

Figure 0_10b: Iron strapwork rivetted to bedrock and formed to contain an upright post.  The curved remnant 
at the left hand end may have been a stay or the anchorage for a stay

Figure 0_12: Victorian spongeware pot in bedrock hollow within central pit
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Figure 1_1: Site Trench Plan
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Figure 2_1: Broch interior, from left to right, W to N to SE, a panorama inner wall and adjacent sediments.  
The location of excavated sediments can be deduced from the staining of the wallface

Figure 2_2: Sondage trench along north margin of Cutting T1
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Figure 2_3: Soils under ILW in T1

Figure 2_4: Spindle Whorl, in situ, in T1
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Figure 2_5: The Inner Lining Wall

Figure 2_6: The OLW adjacent to the T3 entrance; clearly not bonded to the core structure
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Figure 2_7: The ILW adjacent to the T3 entrance; clearly not bonded to the core structure

Figure 2_8: The OLW in T8; the original outer wall of the broch set on fl at foundation-plynth slabs
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Figure 3_1: Inner orthostats of the western entrance

Figure 3_2: Elevation of the wallface forming the south side of the entrance passage
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Figure 3_3: Elevation of the wallface forming the north side of the entrance passage

Figure 3_4: North side of the entrance passage.  Note proliferation of split and crushed stone
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Figure 3_5: South side of the entrance passage

Figure 3_8: North inner orthostat; note its relationships with wall, passage, paving and ILW
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Figure 3_10a: Views of the surviving splinter of the north, outer orthostat

Figure 3_10b: Views of the surviving splinter of the north, outer orthostat
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Figure 3_11: Spud stone, found in situ at foot of south inner orthostat, with cup to receive closing stile of a 
door

Figure 3_12: The outer wall, pre-excavation, was not visible in the area of T3, nor further south along the 
wallface
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Figure 4_1: Trench 6, foot of the outer wallface

Figure 4_2: Debris slope in broch interior adjacent to T4
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Figure 4_3: Wallhead deturfed in T4

Figure 4_4: Stones in and under [52] in T4
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Figure 4_6: The structure of the wall-cell in T4

Figure 4_7: The inner blocking stone at rear of wall-cell in T4, during excavation
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Figure 4_8: Floor slabs within wall-cell T4; note reerection of blocking stone at bottom

Figure 4_9: Big blocky stones in dark soil under wall-cell fl oor in T4
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Figure 4_10: West end wall of the wall-cell in T4; note poor keying with side walls

Figure 4_11: Poor detailing of the door space with isolated masonry columns for door jambs
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Figure 4_12: Core structure wall interior between T4 wall-cell (left) and T9 gallery (right)

Figure 4_13: Sondage at outside face of the earthfast blocking stone; note OLW stones rest on the slab
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Figure 6_1: External wallface panorama

Figure 6_2: Foundation plinth seen from above
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Figure 6_3: Section drawing of the south side of the external trench in T6
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Figures 8_1 and 8_2: T8 section and T8 plan
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Figure 8_3: The lowest deposits in the intramural space T8

Figure 8_4: The main infi ll layers in the intramural space, T8
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Figure 8_5: Stone lamp in intramural void fi lling of T8

Figure 9_2a: Panorama major fracture in SE wall of gallery
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Figure 9_1: Floor plan of gallery and sections across it
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Figure 9_2b: Panorama of inner gallery wall in SE side, left of Figure 9_2a

Figure 9_2c: NW wall panorama
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Figure 9_2d: NW wall panorama

Figure 9_4: Gallery, south end wall panorama
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Figure 9_5: Gallery, north end wall

Figure 9_6: ILW across the gallery entrance.  The lines indicate the entrance location and one phase of 
rebuild
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Figure 9_7: Soil under original entrance to gallery

Figure 9_8: Panorama reverse of entrance blocking of gallery by ILW
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Figure 9_9: Supporting wall under construction in gallery

Figure 10_1: Small Find 17



Community Excavations at Thrumster Broch 2011: Final Report

© AOC Archaeology 2011      |     www.aocarchaeology.com

Figure 10_2:  Small Finds 100 and 78
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Figure 10_3: Pottery Types A-D
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Figure 10_4: Pottery Types E-G
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Figure 10_5: Calibration curve plot of radiocarbon dating for Context 76
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Figure 10_6: Calibration curve plot of Iron Ages determinations
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Figure 10_7: Calibration curve plot of all radiocarbon determinations
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Figure 10_8: Calibration multiplot of radiocarbon determinations
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