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1.0

SUMMARY
A minor excavation was carried out at Urquhart Castle on the site of a proposed set of steps
to replace the existing wooden stairs leading up to the upper level of the motte. This was
intended to ascertain the depth of bedrock prior to the design of the new steps, and to check for
any significant archaeological deposits.
There were no significant archaeological deposits or finds encountered and bedrock was found
in all but one trench, in which the concrete base of the existing steps was seen. It appears that
this area has been disturbed at some point, most likely during previous archaeological
excavations and during the installation of the wooden steps and paths.

2.0

INTRODUCTION
Under the terms of its call‐off contract with Historic Scotland, Kirkdale Archaeology
was asked to excavate a series of small trenches at Urquhart Castle, on the W shore
of Loch Ness. These were designed to take the foundations of a replacement stair
leading up to the motte in the SW part of the castle. The location of these trenches
was fixed by Historic Scotland and marked out in the turf prior to excavation. The
trench numbering system used by HS has been retained for ease of reference.
Although only five discrete holes were dug, one of these was ‘U’‐shaped, and all
three arms were given a separate number, hence there are seven numbered trenches.
The flat upper level of the motte is reached by a steep grassy slope and trenches 4‐7
(only two discrete holes) were in this area. At the base of this slope (to the E) is a
low bedrock cliff perhaps 1.5 m high, and trenches 1‐3 were all at the base of this.
The existing stair was still present when the work was undertaken, and parts of the
N sides of trenches 5‐ 7 were not accessible so could not be fully excavated.
All the trenches were hand dug by a team of two archaeologists on 13‐14 February
2009, and were excavated to either bedrock or the concrete foundations of the extant
stair.

3.0

DESCRIPTION
Trenches 1, 2 and 3 were located at the base of the bedrock “cliff” forming the E limit
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of the summit of the motte. Trench 1 was just to the N of the path leading to the base
of the existing stair and measured 400 by 350 mm. Around the post for the paths’
railing crude coarse cement was found only 50 mm down, elsewhere the same
material was encountered at a depth averaging 150 mm down, although sloping
down to the SW. Bedrock was not encountered in this trench.
Trench 2 was excavated just to the N of the stair, near the base of the bedrock cliff
mentioned in the introduction. The trench was 300 mm square, and below dark grey
clayey silt, bedrock was found sloping downwards steeply so that in the SW corner
it was only 70 mm down and in the SE 400 mm down.
Trench 3 was on the S side of the existing steps, just to the NE of the poorly
preserved wall line at the foot of the cliff on this side. It measured 400 mm E‐W by
300 mm N‐S, and it revealed a level concrete surface 150 mm down at its N end,
under the stair. To the S of this, bedrock was encountered sloping down to the E,
such that it was 200 mm down at the W end and 300 mm at the E end of the trench.
Trenches 4, 5 and 6 were three separate arms of a single trench and will be described
as one. At its E end it was a slot 300 mm wide and 1.60 m long running N‐S under
the landing of the existing stair, turning to the W at both N and S ends, both of these
arms ran for 1.25 m. This trench featured an upper 70‐80 mm of dark grey clayey silt
over a similar but lighter coloured soil, directly over bedrock. The bedrock itself
sloped down steeply from W to E, matching the slope of the upper ground surface
and was typically 300 mm down. In the N‐S section at the E end of the trench the
bedrock was fairly level, and covered by a small amount of whin dust. The N side of
the northernmost E‐W arm could not be excavated as it lay under the existing stair.
Trench 7 was at the top of the slope, just to the E of the gravel path running N‐S
along the summit. It ran alongside this in a slot 300 mm wide for 1.55 m, with three
‘arms’ running off this on its E side to form an ‘E’ shape overall. The middle arm
was shortest at 450 mm long, those at either end measured 900 mm long, although
the N arm was again only part dug as it lay under the stair. Below 70‐80 mm of dark
grey clayey silt was a similar but darker deposit, with numerous chunks of broken
off bedrock, particularly towards its W end. Bedrock again sloped down from W to
E, and varied from 250 to 500 mm below the modern ground surface.

2

No finds were recovered from any of the trenches.

4.0

INTERPRETATION AND OBSERVATIONS
The lack of significant archaeological deposits was surprising when the location of
these trenches is considered – some debris from the numerous remnant walls around
this part of the castle was anticipated. So it seems this area has been stripped of its
original deposits. This is probably a result of either the 1920s excavations on this site,
or landscaping during the stair’s construction, or indeed both. The level nature of the
bedrock under the landing halfway up the steps might indicate landscaping of the
bedrock itself.
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A1.0

APPENDIX 1: LIST OF PHOTOGRAPHS

#

Description

From

Date

1

General shot

‐

13/ 01/ 09

2

Trenches being dug

E

13/ 01/ 09

3

Trench 1 as dug

SE

13/ 01/ 09

4

Trench 1 as dug

E

13/ 01/ 09

5

Trench 2 as dug

E

13/ 01/ 09

6

Trench 3 as dug

E

13/ 01/ 09

7

Trenches 4, 5 and 6 as dug

SE

14/ 01/ 09

8

Detail of trench 4

N

14/ 01/ 09

9

Trench 7 as dug

E

14/ 01/ 09

10

Trench 7 as dug

SE

14/ 01/ 09
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