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INTRODUCTION

Background

This phase of the Life and Death in Assynt’s Past

(LDAP) project focuses on the clearance period

vil lage of Glenleraig, first recorded in detai l as part of

the Assynt Hidden Lives Project (Cavers and

Hudson 201 0). The vil lage is one of the most

extensive abandoned townships in Assynt,

comprising over 50 structures and associated yards

and enclosures. Although thriving when Home

undertook his survey of Assynt in the early 1 770s,

the settlement was cleared in 1 81 2, and by the time

of the OS First Edition map (sheet LIX, 1 875), only

three unroofed structures were worthy of depiction. A

range of building types are represented at the

township, with multiple functions represented. The

buildings range in style from typical Highland

longhouses, which were often dual house/byre

structures to more simple stores and sheds. The

buildings were often associated with yards and

enclosures. A typical example of the Glenleraig

longhouses is building AD, which was selected for

excavation as part of the LDAP project.

Location

The Glenleraig Township is located at NGR NC 1 51 7

31 49 (Figure 4.1 ) and covers much of the south

facing slopes of the valley. The majority of the

buildings are located in the NW, upslope areas to

the north of Allt Mhathain, a tributary of the Abhainn

Gleann Leireag. The excavations were carried out

over building AD as identified within the earl ier

survey of the parish (Figure 2).

Aims

There were three principal aims of the excavation,

into which a series of research questions were

grouped:

Architecture: The excavations aimed to clarify the

detai ls of the architecture of clearance-period

houses, examining structural detai ls encountered in

the stonewalls and flooring. Where possible, the

excavations aimed to gather proxy evidence for

organic furnishings through systematic sampling

strategies.

Function: The excavations aimed to establish the

function of the buildings at Glenleraig. Is the

excavated structure a house? Did it serve a dual

house/byre function as in other post-medieval

settlements? Is there any evidence for specific

functions such as food processing or production,

texti le manufacture or industrial processes?

Chronology: The excavations aimed to recover

evidence that might assist in the absolute dating of

the structure, as well as evidence for the evolution of

the form of the structure.

METHOD

The building was first stripped of its overburden,

which, consisted of turf, bracken and collapse

rubble. The resultant remains and deposits were

then ful ly recorded according to AOC Archaeology

Group’s Standard Operating Procedures. Test pits

and trenches were also dug through the remains in

order to understand the various deposits and

features within the building remains and directly
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Figure 4.1: Location ofBuilding AD in Glenleraig township

Figure 4.2: Plan ofBuilding AD
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outside the building. However, care was taken to

minimise damage to the upstanding remains of the

building. All excavation was executed by hand with

volunteers under the guidance and supervision of

qualified and experienced archaeologists from AOC

Archaeology Group.

RESULTS

The excavated soils

The overburden within and immediately surrounding

the building remains consisted of turf, bracken and

topsoil (01 ). The topsoil consisted of moderately

compact black silt with very frequent large angular

and rounded boulders resulting from the demolition

of the building. The depth of the overburden varied

across the building ranging from 0.4 m at its

northern and western areas reduced to 0.2 m toward

the south-east. I t was noticeable that the vast

majority of stone debris within the overburden was

confined to the interior of the building remains,

perhaps suggesting that demolition of the structure

by pushing/forcing the walls inwards was organised

and deliberate, or alternatively that the collapse of

the superstructure had pulled the supporting walls

inwards. Below the overburden was a buried soil of

compact orange brown silty clay (03) with a depth of

up to 0.6 m.

The building structure

The building itself (Figures4.2 - 4.4) was sub-

rectangular in shape and formed by four walls (04)

to the west, (05) being the northern gable, (06) the

eastern wall and (07) the southern gable. All the

walls were constructed from stone rubble and were

un-mortared. The stones used in the construction

were a mix of rounded and angular boulders varying

in size from 0.06 m x 0.1 3 m x 0.1 3 m to 0.7 m x 0.3

m x 0.23 m. The larger stones were found mostly

along the base of the walls forming the foundation

with the upper stones placed randomly with no real

coursing or bonding pattern. Overal l , the building

measured 1 4.4 m north to south and 5 m east to

west (external ly). The width of the walls varied

between 0.6 m to 0.8 m and stood to a height of

between 0.4 m and 0.9 m. The corners of the

building appeared to be rounded with the southern

gable end (07) being more apsidal than the north

Figure 4.3: General view of the exposed building, from the north
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gable (05). The building itself had been constructed

directly on the top of (03) with no construction trench

present.

Architectural features (Figure 4.2) within the

structure of the building consisted of the only

entrance (1 0) to the building at the junction of the

west wall (04) and the southern gable (07). The

entrance took the form of a gap between the two

walls of 0.4 m fil led by two large flat stones forming a

threshold through the wall .

Internal ly, fol lowing the removal of the overburden

(01 ) the remains of an earthen floor (02) were found

at the northern end of the building (Figure 4.5). This

existed as a compact mid grey silty clay within which

were irregular patches of red scorched or heat

exposed clay or stone. This surface extended for a

distance of approximately 1 .5 m from the northern

end and spanned the ful l width of the building. A

section dug across and through this floor deposit

showed that it increased in depth form 0.01 m at the

eastern extent to 0.1 m at the west and that it lay

directly over the buried soil (03) (Figure 4.9). A lens

of a second buried soil (36) lay below (03) at the

eastern end of the section. This took the form of

moderately compact black silt containing no

inclusions and was only seen in section.

No defined hearth was found in association with this

floor and it is l ikely that the scorching/burning is a

result of spil lage or debris from a more central

hearth. The floor remains were found directly on the

surface of the buried soil (03).

Evidence of a hearth type structure was found in a

central position within the building (Figures 4.7, 4.8

and 4.1 0). I t consisted of a large sub-rounded stone

(1 9) displaying evidence of heat exposure. However,

the presence of two stone lined channels (20) and

(22) raise the possibi l ity that this hearth has a more

complex function. The stone itself was fractured and

had a diameter of 0.8 m and a thickness of 0.1 8 m. I t

sat within a cut (38) with a small void below it (Figure

4.7). A stone lined channel (22) ran from the

southern edge of (38) for a distance of 1 .2 m toward

the south (Figure 4.1 0). The cut of the channel (22)

had steep and inwardly angled sides that cut the

buried soil (03). The inner surfaces of the channel,

width 0.1 8 m, depth 0.1 m were lined with medium

sized angular edge set stones, which had been

capped with similar stones. A deposit of dark

brown/black silt (24) had accumulated within the

channel (Figure 4.7, 4.1 2). The second channel (39)

ran from the western edge of the hearthstone toward

the west and into wall (04). This channel differed in

that it was sealed below a layer of compact l ight

brown clay (21 ) for a distance of 0.6 m from wall

(04). Below this was a linear cut (39) 1 .2 m in length,

0.1 8 m wide and 0.1 m deep. I t was lined by medium

sized flat angular stones (20) with a few similar sized

and shaped capping stones in situ. I t is these two

channels and the void below the hearthstone that

Figure 4.4: General view of fully exposed building. Taken

from the south

Plate 4.5: Showing extents of floor (02). Taken from south



~ 5 ~

Life and Death in Assynt's Past

Figure 4.6: W-facing elevation ofkerb 014 (above) and S-facing section through southern end of the building (below).

Figure 4.7: Sections through hearth (38) (left) and flue (22) (right).

Figure 4.8: Section through flue (20).
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indicate the more complex function of the hearth. I t

is bel ieved that the channels are in fact flues feeding

a form of purpose-built of hearth and 'hot plate'

stone. I t is not known if the flues are contemporary

or if one has replaced the other. For the hearth to

have functioned properly then some form of

additional structure, such as a fire basket may have

been in place above the stone (1 9) al lowing for air

feed by the flues to be contained and directly feed

the fire. No evidence of this additional hearth

furniture was found, although a large deposit of

disturbed clay (25) found to the west of (1 9) may be

have been intended to control airflow through the

flues. There is no further evidence to clarify the

purpose of this enigmatic hearth design.

The southern half of the building (Figures 4.2 and

4.6) differed from the northern half in that it was split

into two levels along its length with the eastern half

at a higher level than the west. This difference in

height had been brought about by the deliberate

removal of the buried soil (03) and the reduction of

the under lying bedrock forming a southerly angled

slope to the west. The buried soil (03) was sti l l in situ

in the eastern half but much thinner than at the

north, possibly due to levell ing. Indeed the bedrock

was visible through the deposit (03) and displayed

evidence of truncation in order to produce a level

surface. The boundary between the two levels was

marked by a line of large rectangular stone blocks

forming a kerb (1 4) (Figure 4.6) which sat on the

inside of the quarry cut (33). The remains of a

compact stony surface were found above the buried

soil (03). The sloping nature of the quarry area may

have assisted in drainage and indeed the partial

remains of a culvert through the southern gable (07)

were found.

Evidence of earl ier activity existed as three

ditches/gul l ies al l sealed below the buried soil (03).

Firstly, a terminus (34) to a ditch was found within a

test pit located at a distance of 5 m from the

northern and of wall (06) on its eastern side (Figures

3 and 11 ). This ditch was aligned paral lel to the

Figure 4.10: Hearthstone (19) and associated flues (20) and (22) (left), and plan (right)

Figure 4.9: Section through N end of the building (S-facing)
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building and cutting the underlying bedrock. I t had a

width of 0.6 m and a depth 0.1 5 m. The fi l l (35)

consisted of moderately compact grey clay with

inclusions of occasional large stones. A second test

pit on the eastern side of (06) exposed the remains

of a second ditch (31 ) l ikely to be the continuation of

ditch (34). This ditch had steeply angled steeply

angled sides and a flat base measuring 0.7 m wide

by 0.25 m deep. I t was fi l led by moderately compact

grey silty clay (32). Only the eastern edge of the

third ditch/gul ly (29) was found as it was directly

below wall (04) and sealed below (03). The exposed

eastern edge of the ditch was steeply angled and led

to a flat base, the exposed depth being 0.05 m. I t

was fi l led by moderately compact mid brown slay

sand (30). As mentioned earl ier al l these features

were sealed by the buried soil (03) and must

therefore pre date the building of the longhouse.

There function and date however, remains unclear.

The finds from the excavation were all retrieved from

the interface of deposits (01 ) and (02/03) and

comprise a small quantity of ceramics and glass

bottle fragments. Two fragments of metalwork

consisting of a bolt and a fragment of metal sheet

were also recovered. A single loom weight or spindle

whorl may signify craft activities carried out within

the structure (see below).

DISCUSSION

The excavation has shown that the site was

subjected to earl ier human activity prior to the

construction of the excavated building in the form of

two ditches buried by the soil (03) upon which the

building is built. However, this early phase of the site

was only gl impsed and there is no indication of the

date or nature of these deposits. However, the

excavation of the long house has revealed some

surprising and unexpected data.

Firstly, concerning the basic design of the building. I t

is general ly accepted that a long house can be

described as being a long narrow structure that is

often split into two halves, with one half used as a

living space and the other as a byre. At Glenleraig,

we have a stone built bui lding with apsidal ends,

formed by rubble built walls, but here its similarity

with the traditional long house model ends. The most

striking difference is in the internal layout. Instead of

an approximate 50:50 split, it appears to have a

more 75:25 division with the smaller section in the

southwestern end. This smaller section has been

deliberately altered by the reduction of the under

lying bedrock, as described above, with the resulting

slope allowing for improved drainage of the area

presumably and is where any livestock was kept

during the winter. This division and adaptation may

reflect a low number of animals being sheltered

within the house, and maximising the available area

for human habitation. I t is possible that animals were

housed elsewhere in a separate structure

associated with the long house and that the south-

western end of the building was used for some other

purpose.

Another aspect where the basic design diverges

from the standard model of a long house is the

entranceway, which was placed in the corner as

opposed to in a more central position. The reason

for this is unclear, as it means that the only entrance

to the building is through what is believed to be the

animal stal l ing area, which would presumably be

somewhat difficult (as well as rather muddy) when

animals were kept indoors.

Following an initial examination of the ceramic

assemblage a date of around 1 770 – 1 780 has been

suggested as the latest date for its production (see

ceramic report), a date 30 years earl ier than the

clearance of the vil lage in 1 81 4. The assemblage is

made up of mostly cream wares and includes a

Figure 4.11: Loom weight or spindle whorl from (02)
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1 . Is this particular building unique within the

township?

2. When was the building constructed and is it

particular to a specific period?

3. I f the building is not unique within the township

can similar structures be found elsewhere within the

region or in a wider setting?

4. How does the building relate to other buildings

within the landscape and within any land division?

With regards to the first question, survey of other

buildings in the township is i l luminating, and

particularly building AF (Figure 4.1 ) a few metres to

the north west. Although heavily overgrown it is sti l l

possible to make out the walls of the structure.

These appeared to fol low the design of the

excavated building with apsidal ends and the

building is of a similar size. In addition, l ike building

AD, only one clear entrance was visible and again

this was placed within the southwestern corner.

Another similarity was a clear depression within the

southwestern quadrant of the structure. The only

major difference is that the stones used for the

second building are much larger but this may reflect

the respective closeness of the buildings to the

source of building materials. These tentative

observations suggest that the design of building AD

is common within the township.

No data or finds were recovered that may help to

provide a date as to the construction of the

excavated building. This is in part due to the nature

of the excavation to minimise damage to the

building, and further, destructive excavation would

be the only chance of recovering such information.

In real ity, it is l ikely that documentary research wil l

provide a more promising avenue of investigation.

With regard to the remaining questions, these can

only be resolved by further excavation and historical

and comparative research. These questions could

form the basis for further work to help ful ly

understand the origins and development of the

Glenleraig township.

Figure 4.12: General view of the flue (22) from the south

Figure 4.13: Flue (39) showing relationship with wall (04)

Staffordshire mug. All is of good quality suggesting

that the inhabitants had a certain degree of

disposable wealth. Although the use of ceramics that

were 40 or 50 years old would not be

unprecedented, these observations may suggest

that the building was abandoned by the time of the

clearances.

Although the excavations have been successful in

providing data as to the basic design of the building

a number of questions have arisen from the results:
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excavated and their late ceramic sequences

published, we are not in the position to make

general isations.

The presence of white salt glazed stoneware and

very finely potted creamware within an Assynt

longhouse in is extremely interesting. One of few

literary references we have which documents the

effect of the introduction of creamware on the

Scottish rural population was by the agricultural ist

George Robertson, who published a book in 1 829; in

this he looked back on life as he remembered it in

the 1 760s. In part it reads -

“Perhaps among all the improvements taking in the

household furniture and utensilry, the greatest about this

time was the introduction of a new species of dishes from

England, instead of the old, clumsy, Dutch delftware, and

the more ancient pewter plates. This was the elegant

cream-coloured stoneware, invented in 1 763, by Josias

Wedgewood[1 ], in Staffordshire, from whence it took its

name. In the course of a few years it spread over the

whole country; and being ful ly as cheap as any of these

kinds of table services mentioned, was very readily

adopted by the farmers’ famil ies, as it displaced none of

their own handy-work. , and was highly agreeable to the

females of the house” (Robertson 1 829, 276).

The above is somewhat at odds with the suggesting

that refined lead glazed earthenware was used only

by the ‘middle classes’ as suggested by the well

known 1 783 statement of Mrs Papendieck –

‘ . . .our tea and coffee set were of common Indian China,

our dinner service of earthenware [presumably

creamware], to which for our rank there is nothing

superior, Chelsea porcelain and fine Indian China being

only for the wealthy. Pewter and delft ware could also be

but they are inferior' (Paperndiek, 1 887)

Robertson’s statement is interesting as it suggests

that at least among wealthier rural community in

Scotland creamware was being used in some

quantity by the 1 770s. This may well be the case

although up ti l l now there has not been much

archaeological evidence to support such a

statement, suggesting that Mrs Papendieck

observations may be more accurate. Not

The Ceramics & Glass

George R. Haggarty

This is a small group of twenty nine shards from

what would seem to be from ten vessels with a

number of shards conjoining across both areas A &

B (human and animal) divisions of the longhouse.

and contexts 1 & 2. The vessel assemblage consists

of three creamware plates, a bowl and a mug; one

moulded white salt glazed stoneware plate, a

pearlware plate and bowl, a refined redware bowl

and a coarse redware dairy bowl. There is every

possibi l ity that this is a tightly dated group, with a

l ikely deposition date of c. 1 775-85. That said, the

one slip decorated redware basal angle shard (No

1 0) is from a dairy bowl, whose form changes little

over two hundred years, probably not going out of

use in some rural areas unti l the mid 20th century.

The present perception of ceramic use in the

Scottish highlands and islands during the period of

Scottish industrial ceramic production i.e. from the

mid 1 8th to the mid 20th centuries seems to be

based mainly on what can be seen today on the

shelves of surviving blackhouses (Webster 1 999, 53-

73). This has led to what can best be described as a

couthy romanticised vision of 1 9th ceramic use,

based mainly on the survival of late Victorian cut

sponge decorated wares, particularly bowls. Apart

from what can be argued is Webster's flawed

analysis, l ittle or nothing has been published to-date

on how the development of Britain’s refined ceramic

industries impacted on the socio-economic dynamic

of the Scottish highlands and islands. Certainly any

suggestion that ‘newly available mainland ceramics

were uti l ized in ways that l imited the encroachment

of lowland Scottish and English culture (ibid 54)’ is-

in the opinion of the current writer- at present an

indefensible hypotheses.

For example, a recent small scale excavation at the

township of High Morlaggan, above the shore of

Loch Long, recovered what is to-date by far

Scotland’s largest Victorian ceramic assemblage

(Haggarty 201 2). I t is of such surprising richness that

it suggests, unti l more such sites have been
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hemispherical creamware bowl. Rim dia 1 60mm.

(Figure 4.1 5)

3. Six shards of which three conjoin from a shallow

creamware dinner plate moulded in the Royal

pattern. I t has a very narrow footrim and shows

evidence of extensive use. Rim dia 250mm. (Figure

4.1 6).

4. Three shards of which two conjoin from a

creamware plate with a thin footrim. This plate is

thicker than plate 3 and also has evidence of

extensive use.

5. Two small conjoining shards from a small

creamware plate with a turned out base and wedged

shaped footrim 4mm high. The upper surface has

been decorated with what is probably a Chinese

inspired hand painted scene in cobalt blue; however,

there is not enough surviving to make any sort of

identification possible. This type of decoration c.

1 775-1 81 0 (Roberts 2006) is far more common on

later pearlware. (Figure 4.1 7).

unexpectedly given its second hand scrap value, we

find almost no pewter from excavated Scottish

houses of this or any other periods. Similarly shards

of tin-glazed earthenware or delft do occur on

Scottish rural sites but almost never before c.1 720;

even later examples are not that common.

I t is only in the last few years that Scottish

archaeologists have begun to take any real interest

in the industrial ceramic material from their

excavations, so it wil l be a while before we can

begin to develop a reasonable overal l picture.

However, it is possible to say with some certainty

that although industrial ly produced white refined

ware ceramics were coming on stream from

Staffordshire, in the form of salt glazed stoneware

from the 1 720s, creamware from the 1 740s and from

Scotland c. 1 750, are not common finds from

Scottish rural archaeological contexts before c.

1 775-80. I t is probably only about a about a decade

later that they seem to come into common use.

Therefore the recovery of a number of later 1 8th

century creamware and white salt glazed vessels

within the Glenleraig longhouse, along with the

remains of three glass wine bottles, suggest a

measure of material comfort and possibly

sophistication equal to what one might expect from

Scottish working class dwell ings in more urbanised

situations at this period.

Ceramic catalogue `

Areas A & B: Context 01 & 02

1 . Four shards conjoining to form a substantial

fragment of a very thinly potted almost canister

shaped creamware mug, decorated on its exterior

with twelve spaced lath cut bands, between two

bands of very small beaded rouletting*. Four scars

survive indicating that it had finely reeded crossover

handles, terminating with small leaves and flower

sprigs (Fugure 4.1 4). Height 94mm: Rim dia 70mm;

Base dia 71 mm. *This would seem to be an early

use of simple bead rouletting, which was used by a

large number of potteries (Adeney, 2008, 45 3).

2. Six shards conjoining to form a large fragment

from the rim and body of a thinly potted

Figure 4.14: A thinly potted creamware mug, decorated

with spaced lath cut bands, fine simple bead rouletting

and small leafs and flower sprig terminals.
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6. Two conjoining rim shards from a small moulded

shell edged pearlware plate with typical cobalt blue

painted rim. A very common decorative form with a

long l ife span, however later examples general ly

begin to get thicker and heavier. (Figure 4.1 8)

7. Two thick white salt glazed shards, from what

may be a largish oval moulded plate or serving dish

in the seed or barley pattern. The production of

these stonewares had succumbed to the more

fashionable creamware and pearlware by c. 1 780.

(Figure 4.1 9)

8. Two conjoining shards from a light brown dipped

pearlware bowl decorated with broad bands of lath

cutting. (Figure 4.20).

9. One rim shard from a lead glazed bowl in a

refined redware fabric decorated on its interior and

over its rim with white sl ip. The interior also has

brown mottl ing over the sl ip. (Figure 4.21 )

1 0. One basal angle shard from redware dairy bowl

decorated on its interior with vertical trai led white sl ip

under a lead glaze. (Figure 4.22)

Glass Catalogue

All from area A; context 001 : finds no 03:

1 . Twenty eight shards of which eleven and eight

conjoin from three typical almost straight sided

green cylindrical glass bottles, which looks sl ightly

amber under l ight. The glass is in remarkably good

condition suggesting it had been kept dry. The two

surviving bases, with kicks c 25mm in height, show

evidence of extensive wear. The only rim which

survives along with the bases suggests that the

bottles fit into a c. 1 770-1 780 date (Morgan 1 976,

24-5). The sl ightly splayed bases have diameter of c.

85mm. (Figure 4.23)

2. One base shard from a small bottle whose

metal is a very pale green and which has a slight

kick and rough pontal mark. Maximum dia 400mm.

Figure 4.15: Rim and body shards from a hemispherical

creamware bowl

Figure 4.16: Fragment of a moulded creamware plate

Figure 4.17: One fragment from a small creamware plate

decorated with a hand painted Chinese inspirited scene in

blue cobalt.
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Figure 4.18: One fragment from a small shell moulded

edged pearlware plate.

Figure 4.19: Two shards from a moulded white salt glazed

stoneware plate.

Figure 4.20: Small fragment from a light brown dipped

pearlware bowl decorated with broad bands of lath cutting

Figure 4.21: One rim shard from a small lead glazed

refined redware bowl decorated on its interior with white

slip and mottling.

Figure 4.22: One basal angle shard from a dairy bowl

decorated on its interior with trailed white slip.

Figure 4.23: Fragments ofwine bottles
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Ferrous objects

Pieta Greaves

A cluster of metal objects (SF2) was x-rayed but

revealed no structure or shape. The object was

investigated and identified as the top of a rivet, the

bend shaft of a nail and small degraded piece of

sheet metal in1 0 separate pieces. The objects have

been dried and re-bagged for storage in the site

archive. No conservation is recommended.

Environmental remains

Jackaline Robertson

Summary

Three bulk samples collected from a single long

house building within the Glenleraig Township were

submitted for processing and for the extraction of

material for radiocarbon dating. Charcoal larger than

4mm was recovered from a single earth floor

deposit. The charcoal identified was betula sp (birch)

and Corylus avellana L (hazel).

Factual data

Three bulk samples identified as an earth floor, flue

channel associated and a ditch excavated from a

single long house located in Glenleraig clearance

vil lage were submitted for sample processing for the

recovery of environmental material suitable for

radiocarbon dating. Twelve charcoal fragments

larger than 4mm were recovered from a single

context, of which the four largest were selected for

identification to species. No charred macroplant

remains were present in any context.

Methodology

Samples were processed in their entirety in

laboratory conditions using a floatation method

designed to retrieve both artefactual and organic

finds (cf. Kenward et al. 1 980). Samples [02] and

[24] consisted of a peaty organic fi l l with extensive

inclusions of plant material and insect remains. The

sediment from context [30] was more a brown/grey

silty/clay with noticeably less inclusions of modern

contamination. None of the three samples required

any pre-treatment. Charcoal larger than 4mm was

retrieved from only context [02].

Results

The ful l table of results can be found in the site

archive.

Birch and hazel charcoal was extracted from context

[02] described as an earth floor. A single fragment of

charcoal smaller than 4mm was identified in both

[24] and [30] but no further work was carried out on

these samples.

All three samples particularly [02] and [24] were

found to contain large quantities of modern

contamination such as plant material , worm

capsules and insect eggs. The presence of this

material indicates that a significant degree of bio-

turbation has occurred within these deposits placing

some doubt on the archaeological security of any

organic finds recovered.

The only other finds recovered from context [02]

were two fragments of burnt bone smaller than 2cm

which could not be identified to species and element

and two fragments of badly degraded coke

fragments. A further fifteen fragments of coke were

retrieved from the channel.
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