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SUMMARY 

This report presents the results of an archaeological excavation 

undertaken on behalf of the Nevis Landscape Partnership and 

Forestry Commission Scotland, with local volunteers, and AOC 

Archaeology Group at the vitrified hillfort of Dun Deardail, Glen 

Nevis, Lochaber.  

The 2017 works form the final phase of a three phase project 

with two season’s fieldwork having been completed. The first 

two years of investigations comprised the excavation of eight 

trenches, along with topographic and geophysical survey. 

The 2017 works comprised the excavation of two trenches, one 

within the upper ‘citadel’ area of the hillfort and the other 

investigating the area dividing the ‘citadel’ from the lower area 

of the hillfort. 

Trench 1, excavated in the upper ‘citadel’ area of the hillfort, 

exposed a series of stone built hearths set on an extensive 

area of paving that pre-dated the vitrification of the hillfort. This 

hearth and paving would have been at the centre of a probable 

turf or timber building, however evidence for any structural 

elements of this lay outwith the trench save for a couple of 

scoops and postholes. 

Trench 5 investigated the break between the upper ‘citadel’ 

and the lower internal terraces of the hillfort. In this trench 

evidence for the multi-phase occupation of the hillfort was 

recovered. The pre-vitrification structures comprised a wall 

which separated the two areas of the hillfort which, whilst not 

vitrified, was heavily affected by the intense heat of the fire 

reducing it to small pieces of shattered stone. Downslope from 

this was a foundation comprising a layer of rounded boulders 

overlying a layer of rounded cobbles. Overlying these two walls 

were a series of burning and collapse deposits relating to the 

vitrification. Above these vitrification deposits there was 

evidence for the re-occupation of the hillfort. The main wall 

dividing the two areas of the hillfort appeared to be re-built, and 

within this was an occupation deposit and a slight wall. 
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1 INTRODUCTION   

 A research archaeology project, comprising the excavation of eight trenches, was carried out at Dun 

Deardail Hillfort, Glen Nevis, Lochaber. by AOC Archaeology Group as part of the Nevis Landscape 

Partnership scheme. The project aims to better understand, protect and value the hillfort of Dun 

Deardail by:  

• investigating the archaeological potential of the hillfort;  

• enhance the historic environment record;  

• inform ongoing condition monitoring; 

• inform future conservation management;  

• engage and enthuse local people in archaeology and the historic environment; 

• provide a high quality archaeological higher education opportunity; 

• ensure public involvement and education in regard to archaeology and the historic 

environment 

• ensure and promote a sustainable and lasting educational legacy. 

 This report presents the results of the third season of fieldwork at Dun Deardail. The works were 

conducted according to the terms of a Project Design (Ellis, Cook & Ritchie, 2015). The project was 

undertaken with the kind permission of the landowner, Forestry Commission Scotland, to whom 

thanks are due, especially FCS archaeologist Matt Ritchie. AOC Archaeology Group would like to 

thank all of the volunteers who made the excavation a success. 

  

2 SITE DESCRIPTION AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Prior to the current project Dun Deardail has never been the subject of intrusive archaeological 

investigations and is situated in an area where the later prehistoric and early medieval 

archaeological context is under studied.  

The vitrified hillfort of Dun Deardail (NGR NN 12703 70127; NMRS No NN17SW 6; SAM 2893) lies 

at approx 300m above sea level in Glen Nevis, to the west of Ben Nevis (Figure 1). The site 

occupies the summit of a natural rocky knoll on the north facing spur of Sgurr Challum. The site is 

sub-oval on plan, measuring some 46m from northeast to southwest by up to 28m transversely 

(Figure 2). The summit of the hill is undulating and is clearly defined by a grass clad, ruinous dry-

stone wall, which survives up to 2.5m in height and varies considerably in width because of its 

collapsed nature. The wall appears to be particularly well preserved along the south-westerly stretch 

before reducing in height to the current entrance; it is not clear where the original entrance would 

have been as there is no definable break in the wall. Lumps of vitrified material are visible around the 

circuit of the enclosure but are most prominent on the northern side. Much of the vitrified material 

appears to have been displaced from its original location sitting out from the main body of the wall. 

Actual wall facing is not discernible. The core of the wall appears to comprise loose rounded 

cobbles, pebbles and some angular rocks with a wide range of lithologies. It is clear that in places 

the wall has collapsed down the outer slope of the fort, with resultant hollows in the wall and wall 

material forming exposed patches of scree spread down the slope. Massive wall collapse is also 

evident by a cone of distinct vegetation which occurs on the steep slopes of the fort, which is very 

different to the vegetation on the blanket bog. The northeastern face of the rocky knoll is almost 

sheer, dropping down through forestry to the floodplain below. The northern and southern sides are 
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of the knoll are also steep but relatively short and bounded by relatively flat terraces. The western 

side of the fort falls away more gently with a rocky spur running off in a south-westerly direction.  

Within the interior of the fort there are two distinct areas demarcated by a curvilinear break of slope. 

The lower south-western end is the larger measuring roughly 30m by 28m. Within this lower area are 

two fairly well defined terraces, one in the southeastern corner and the other in the northeastern 

corner. These two terraces sit above a lower flat area with much rubble under foot. A low mound of 

cobble rubble sits just on the on the south side of the current entrance, although this clearly leads 

over the enclosure wall. The upper area (referred to as the citadel) measures roughly 20m by 15m 

within what appears to be much collapsed wall material in the northern corner. This area is relatively 

flat with a distinct break of slope on the western side. There is a possible but barely discernable bank 

beyond this before the curvilinear break of slope leading down into the lower area.  

A possible wall or outer enclosure was noted by Feacham (1966) located on the outer knoll to the 

north of the fort and separated from it by a narrow flat terrace. This wall is no longer visible but the 

flatness of the knoll would easily lend itself to out-works or ancillary occupation possibly associated 

with the vitrified fort. 

The site of Dun Deardail sits on an area of metamorphic bedrock (Leven Schist Formation) 

consisting of pelite and calcsilicate- originally a sedimentary rock that has been altered by low grade 

metamorphism. This is intruded by the Ben Nevis Dyke Swarm, consisting of igneous intrusions of 

silica poor magma in the Devonian period. This is overlain by superficial deposits of sand and gravel 

deposited during glacial activity (BGS 1:50,000).  

The land use of the site as depicted on historic maps is as rough pasture or marginal land. Since the 

Forestry Commission took on the land in the 1900’s the area around the fort has been planted with 

coniferous plantation.  

The results of the first two season’s (2015 and 2016) excavations are set out in the DSR (Cook et al 

2015 & 2016) and are summarized below.  

The first season of investigations at Dun Deardail comprised the excavation of six archaeological 

trenches, along with topographic and geophysical survey of the hillfort.  

Two of the trenches (Trenches 4 and 6: Figure 2) excavated within the upper fort crossed the vitrified 

wall and within these a similar sequence was revealed. In both of the trenches a massively thick dry-

stone wall, at least 5m thick and surviving up to 2.8m high was exposed. In neither trench was the 

outer wall face exposed, either due to a massively thick wall or possibly because after collapsing the 

outer face has slid down the steep slope of the knoll on which the fort was built. Despite not finding 

the outer wall, considerable evidence for the structure of the rampart wall was revealed. In situ 

charred timbers and voids within the vitrified stone demonstrate that the rampart was of timber laced 

design, with a framework of timber beams built into the rampart. Medial wall faces within the 

thickness of the rampart were also recorded, which may also have been key to the structural integrity 

of the rampart. Vitrified stone is apparent around the circuit of the ramparts; the excavations showed 

that the upper areas of the rampart had undergone the greatest amount of vitrification, possibly 

suggestive of a superstructure above the ramparts. 

The vitrification of the rampart did not mark the end of the life of the hillfort, but did result in the 

collapse of the ramparts. The ramparts were subsequently roughly refaced, the rubble collapse in 

the interior of the hillfort was leveled and the hillfort reoccupied with structural remains overlying the 

rubble collapse from the ramparts. The consistent sequence of deposits and structures revealed in 

all of the trenches will allow for secure radiocarbon dates of the major phases identified so far, 

notably the construction of the ramparts, the vitrification of the ramparts and the later re-occupation 

of the hillfort.  
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As well as investigating the interior and vitrified ramparts of the hillfort two trenches were excavated 

over the slight remains of a bank defining a lower plateau to the outside of the hillfort.  In both of 

these trenches the remains of an outer enclosure were identified suggesting that in at least one 

phase of the life of the hillfort the terraces below the hillfort were occupied.  

Further to the DSRs a series of radiocarbon dates have been obtained these are set in the table 

below. 

 
Laboratory 
Reference 

Material Context Uncalibrated 
date BP 

Calibrated 2σ 

SUERC-67045 (GU40794) Charcoal: Birch 107 2359+31 537-382calBC 

SUERC-67046 (GU40795) Charcoal: Alder 211 2149+31 356-59calBC 

SUERC-67047 (GU40796) Charcoal: Alder 216 2260+31 397-209calBC 

SUERC-67051 (GU40797) Cereal: Barley 219 2177+31 362-164calBC 

SUERC-67052 (GU40798) Charcoal: Hazel 313 2326+31 485-257calBC 

SUERC-67053 (GU40799) Charcoal: Alder 408 2113+31 342-47calBC 

SUERC-67054 (GU40800) Charcoal: Hazel 412 2213+31 372-200calBC 

SUERC-67055 (GU40801) Charcoal: Alder 715 2411+31 744-400calBC 

SUERC-72058 (GU42899) Charcoal: Alder 410 2182+29 361-171calBC 

SUERC-72059 (GU42900) Charcoal: Alder 411 2134+29 351-54calBC 

SUERC-72060 (GU42901) Charcoal: Birch 605 2246+29 393-206calBC 

SUERC-72064 (GU42902) Charcoal: Alder 1024 2268+29 400-210calBC 

SUERC-72065 (GU42903) Charcoal: Hazel 1025 2199+26 356-197calBC 

SUERC-72066 (GU42904) Charcoal: Alder 1033 2166+29 359-114calBC 

Table 1: Radiocarbon dates and their related material and context from the 2015 field season. 
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3 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
 

The primary aims of the project are to establish the nature, position and role of Dun Deardail within a 

broader landscape and social context. From the recent field seasons in 2015 and 2016 the working 

hypothesis has changed. It is now thought that Dun Deardail was vitrified in the Early Iron Age (400-

200BC), having been occupied prior to this, possibly as early as 700BC which was near to the date 

obtained for the lower wall enclosure (see Table 1). The fort was then subsequently reoccupied in 

perhaps as late as the Early Historic / Pictish period (middle to late first millennium AD). Excavation 

at Dun Deardail will provide a rare and much needed opportunity to investigate a relatively small 

‘citadel’ hillfort with extant and visible vitrification. Excavation will contribute to our understanding of 

how such sites came to be, how they were used and how they fit into a wider socio-political and 

socio-economic context. However, by necessity the research aims have to be iterative and will be 

revisited at the conclusion of each of the first two fieldwork seasons as the results have the potential 

to alter the nature of subsequent research questions.  

The Project Design (Ellis, Cook & Ritchie 2015) defined the main research questions that require 

further archaeological investigation. These are:  

• Has the erosion present impacted on any underlying deposits?  

• Is the varying thickness of the ramparts visible from the survey the product of differential 

weathering or different phasing?  

• What is the relationship between the two halves of the hillfort?  

• Is the gap in the rampart on the west an entrance or a subsequent breach and has the visitor 

erosion impacted on any underlying deposits?  

• When was Dun Deardail vitrified?  

• Is Dun Deardail a Late Iron Age hillfort remodelled into an Early Historic citadel fort?  

• Is Dun Deardail a high status fort the populous of which had a wide range of economic and 

social contacts?  

• Are the walls constructed from stone and interlaced timber?  

• Was vitrification of the walls achieved by the addition of smaller stones of mixed geological 

types?  

• Does vitrification occur at the end of the use of the hillfort?  

• Was the entrance into Dun Deardail elevated and contained within the enclosing wall, 

explaining why none is visible in plan?  

• Because of its high altitude was Dun Deardail seasonally occupied?  

• Did specialised craft production take place at Dun Deardail?  

• Were other non-specialised domestic activities taking place within Dun Deardail?  

• Will the archaeological evidence for Late Iron Age structures within the interior comprise 

postholes and stone walls?  

• Will the archaeological evidence for Early Historic structures within the interior comprise 

post-pads and sill beams rather than postholes?  

• Will the Late Iron Age internal structures be circular in plan?  

• Will the Early Historic internal structures be rectangular to sub-rectangular in plan?  
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• Was agricultural surplus stored within Dun Deardail?  

• Was settlement or other activities taking place on the terraces located immediately below 

Dun Deardail?  

 

 

4 METHODOLOGY 

 
The fieldwork programme was undertaken under Scheduled Monument Consent (SMC) according to 

the terms of a Project Design (Ellis, Cook and Ritchie 2015), which was approved by Forestry 

Commission Scotland (FCS) and Historic Environment Scotland (HES), and in accordance with 

Highland Council Standards for Archaeological Work (Highland Council 2012). In 1995 the site was 

Scheduled under The Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979 as ‘An Dun, fort, Dun 

Deardail’ (Index No. 2893). It lies within the administrative area of Highland Council, who are advised 

on archaeological matters by the Highland Council Historic Environment Team (HET). The project 

was undertaken with the kind permission of the landowner, FCS, and aimed to better understand, 

protect and value the hillfort of Dun Deardail. 

The archaeological excavation works comprised the hand excavation of two trenches (1 & 5) in 

locations set out in advance as outlined in the project design (Ellis, Cook & Ritchie 2015). These lay 

within the enclosing wall of the hillfort and within the Scheduled area and as such were subject to 

Scheduled Monument Consent. 

The excavation methodology was in accordance with the project design (Ellis, Cook & Ritchie 2015). 

Trench 1 was not fully excavated during this seasons fieldwork with the excavations continuing those 

of the two previous years. Trench 5 was fully excavated, as far as practical.  

The trenches were excavated by hand and all features and structures revealed were cleaned by 

hand before being recorded by digital photography, drawn to an appropriate scale and a written 

record produced using AOC pro forma context sheets.  

 

5 RESULTS 
 

All archaeological works were conducted between the 14th and the 25th August 2017. Weather 

conditions were variable through the course of the work, however the archaeological visibility was 

good. 

The following presents a summary of the excavation results- full details of the deposits and 

structures can be found in the appendices. A total of two trenches; 1 and 5, (Figure 2) were hand 

excavated and backfilled within the interior of the hillfort. 

 
5.1 Trench 1 

 Trench 1 was located at the eastern end of the hillfort, in the upper ‘citadel’ area of the hillfort 

(Figures 3-5). Overall this trench measured 10m northwest southeast by 4m northeast southwest 

and straddled the interior slope of the enclosing wall, along with providing a view into the interior of 

the hillfort. This year’s excavation was limited to the area within the interior of the enclosing wall with 

the trench measuring 5m northwest southeast by 4m northeast southwest. Excavation of Trench 1 

was started during the first (2015) season of excavation, with further work being undertaken during 

the following season (2016). The main finding from this trench during the 2015 and 2016 seasons 
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was the presence of a multi-phase stone built hearth [108]. Radiocarbon dates obtained from the 

destruction layer below this structure returned a date range of 537-382calBC. 

 The multi-phase hearth was further investigated this season with the full extent of the primary 

features being exposed and a slot excavated through to the underlying bedrock. 

 Removal of the backfill from the 2016 excavations exposed hearth [1037] and edging stones [1010] 

recorded during the 2016 excavations. Hearth [1037] was overlain by deposits of collapsed rampart 

material (1076 & 1077) partially removed during previous excavations. Excavation of these thick 

deposits of heat affected shattered stone of mixed lithologies, including some pieces of vitrified 

material, showed two discrete layers: one (1076) from the east, and one (1077) from the west. 

Removal of the tumbled stone deposits (1076 & 1077) exposed a possible sub-oval ring of stones 

[1053] abutting the NW side of hearth [1037] edging [1010]. This sub-oval stone setting was filled 

with a pale buff brown silt with frequent charcoal flecks (1054). It is possible that stone setting [1053] 

was a fortuitous arrangement of collapsed rampart stonework.  

 
Plate 1: Hearth [1037] and edging [1010] with possible stone setting [1053] to left, showing (1050) 

and (1056) surrounding hearth [1051], from NW. 

 To the SE of the edge-set stones (1010) of hearth (1037) exposed in 2016, were traces of a further 

stone-built feature. On excavation this was revealed to be a further hearth feature [1051] which 

comprised a well-built, sub-oval arrangement of closely set horizontal slabs, incorporating occasional 

edge-set stones around the perimeter. This included a large water-rounded quartz cobble at the 

edge, as seen to the right edge of Plate 1 and to the fore on Plate 2. The feature measured 1.12m N-

S and 1.24m E-W. One of the horizontally laid slabs of hearth 1037 was found to overlie the basal 

slabs (1051) indicating that hearth [1051] was stratigraphically earlier that feature [1037].   
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Plate 2: Hearth [1051] with burnt deposit (1050) and paving [1052] below, from SW. 

 Surrounding hearth [1051] to the south, east and west, was a halo of charcoal-stained silty soil which 

is probably rake-out or trample from the feature whilst in use. Removal of this charcoal-rich spread 

revealed an area of well-made paving [1052] consisting of medium sized horizontally laid closely set 

stone slabs forming a roughly oval area around hearth [1051]. Surrounding and partially overlying 

paving [1052] to the west and east were a series of occupation deposits (1055, 1057, 1061, 1062, 

1064, 1067 & 1074). This comprised lenses of pale grey sands (1061 & 1074), heat affected 

reddened soils (1055 & 1064) and black charcoal stained or charcoal rich silty deposits (1057, 1062, 

1067). Soils (1055), (1056) and (1057) to the west of [1051] contained frequent fragments of burnt 

animal bone and occasional flecks of possible heat affected clay. It is unclear whether the latter 

represents natural clay inclusions in the soils.  

 Within the burnt overburden deposit (1067) in the northern corner of the trench were four charred 

timbers [1068, 1069, 1072 & 1073]. These partially overlay paving [1052] but in general were set 

around the edge of paving stones, raising the possibility that these are remnants of timber flooring 

surrounding the stone paving or, may be timbers related to the western perimeter of the rampart 

which was never fully exposed on the western side of the hillfort in Tr1. To the W of [1010], towards 

the N trench edge, within (1067) and directly overlying paving (1052) was an area of well preserved 

burnt roundwood (1063). This consisted of three parallel roundwood lengths, sitting horizontally, 

side-by-side, and orientated roughly SW-NE. These may be collapsed roofing material from the 

structure which enclosed the stone-built features so far discussed in Tr.1.  

 Cut through or enclosed by occupation deposit (1061) to the SW of hearth [1037] was a small 

posthole or hollow [1059], filled with setting/packing stones [1058] and deposit (1060). This post 

setting lay to the immediate SW of a slight possible wall [1042] recorded in 2016 but on excavation 

the ‘post-hole’ was ill defined and could simply be a hollow/burrow in (1061).  
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 Plate 3: Post-setting/hollow [1058] with slight wall [1042] behind, from SW. 

 The rough overburden/collapse was removed to reveal paving [1052], and hearth [1051] along the 

SW side of Trench 1. Paving [1052] extended beneath hearth [1051] with a thin deposit (1062) of 

charcoal flecked sandy silt between the two structures. Underlying paving [1052] was a deposit of 

orange yellow heat affected silty sand (1065), into which was cut a sub-oval pit or hollow [1070] filled 

with black charcoal rich silty deposit (1071). These deposits lay on bedrock.  

    
 Plate 4: Slot along SW side of Trench 1 showing pit/hollow [1070] and fill (1071) cut into deposit 

(1065), from SE. 

5.2 Trench 5 

Trench 5 (Figures 6-9) was located over the break between the upper ‘citadel’ area and the lower 

internal terraces of the hillfort. Trench 5 measured 15m northeast to southwest by 2m. Excavation of 

Trench 5 was conducted entirely during the 2017 season of fieldwork.  
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Removal of the turf and topsoil (500) within Trench 5 exposed a series features relating to the post-

vitrification occupation of the hillfort. Extending across the trench was a wall [504] that separated the 

upper ‘citadel’ area of the hillfort from the lower internal terraces. Wall [504] comprised an outer 

facing course of rounded granite boulders [514] with a rubble core of angular to sub-angular stone 

(516). Wall [504] was 1.1m wide and survived 0.3m high. Immediately interior to [504] was an area of 

possible rough paving [515] comprising six flat slabs extending across an area 1.2m by 0.8m. 

However, it is just as likely that these represent collapsed outer wall that has fortuitously collapsed.  

To the interior of the citadel from wall [504] was a further wall [502] comprising 5 granite blocks 

forming a wall one course wide and surviving one course high which extended across the trench for 

1.2m, and was 0.3m wide by 0.1m high. The area between walls [502] and [504] was filled with a 

deposit (503) of dark brown charcoal rich gravelly silt up to 0.2m deep. Down slope from dividing wall 

[504] was a linear arrangement of stones [506] that might have been another slight wall relating to 

the post-vitrification occupation of the hillfort or may have been chance collapse of rampart 

stonework. 

 

 Plate 5: Wall [504] showing rounded outer facing stones [514] with collapse [515] behind and slight 

wall [502] in background, from SW. 

Underlying these elements were a series of collapse deposits (505, 507, 517 & 518) of angular to 

sub-angular fire cracked stone in a matrix of sandy silt relating to the collapse of the stone ramparts 

of the hillfort after the vitrification fire. These collapse deposits overlay deposits relating to the 

burning and vitrification of the hillfort (508, 511 & 524). These comprised mottled silty sands and 

clays with frequent large chunks of charcoal.  
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 Plate 6: Collapse deposits within Trench 5 with possible slight wall [506] in foreground and wall 

[504] in background, from SW. 

Underlying the collapse deposits (518, 524) and possible wall [504] was a primary phase of this 

structure. Wall [528] comprised an inner [517] and outer [525] facing course with a rubble core (526). 

Most of this structure had been reduced to a bank of heat shattered stone with only the lowest 

courses of the inner and outer faces surviving. This suggests that this wall was upstanding at the 

time of the vitrification event but was not vitirified, either because its sheltered position within the 

centre of the hillfort or possibly as it was not a timber laced wall. Preserved below wall core (528) 

was an old ground surface (520) directly overlying bedrock. 

 

 Plate 7: Wall [528] showing outer facing course [525] and rubble core (526) reduced to a heat 

shattered mass of stone with rebuilt wall [504] overlying, from NW. 

Down slope from wall [528] was a further structure [531] underlying the burning deposits relating to 

the vitrification of the hillfort. This comprised a layer of rounded stones of granite and quartz [519] 
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with a layer of smaller rounded cobbles [523] below. Above this structure was a deposit of heat 

shattered schist (509) that may have been the heat affected remnant of an upper course of the 

structure. A similar heat shattered schist deposit (512) lay downslope, most likely collapse of the 

structure. Within this collapse deposit (512) was an alignment of three dressed probable former 

facing stones (510) that had come to rest in a line giving a superficial appearance of a wall facing. 

Preserved below structure [531] was an old ground surface (522) that lay directly on the bedrock. 

 

 Plate 8: Layer of rounded stones [519] below burning deposits, from SW. 

5.3 Small finds and associated materials  

A total of 33 individual hand-retrieved artefacts were recovered during the 2017 season of excavation at Dun 

Deardail hillfort, deriving from Trenches 1 and 5. The assemblage comprises several coarse stone tools, two 

iron objects, small fragments of heat affected clay and several fragments of vitrified stone. This number also 

includes quantities of burnt animal bone, representing food debris, and hand-retrieved charcoal which will be 

examined and identified by AOC’s in-house specialist.   

In accordance with the project design brief, all hand-retrieved vitrified material was recorded as a small find.  

A full catalogue of hand-retrieved inorganic objects is included in Appendix 5.  Digital photographs of 

significant items and all vitrified stone were taken for archive purposes.  

 

Iron  

A single poorly preserved iron object (SF 1053) was recovered from context (1067) in Trench 1. It survives in 

two fragments as a narrow, slightly curving rectangular strip with rounded parallel edges, one of which is 

slightly thicker than the other giving the appearance of a wedge-shaped section. The ends of the object, 

possibly a broken knife blade fragment, appear to have been lost in antiquity and were not in evidence 

during excavation.  The metal of this incomplete blade or strip is substantially mineralised as the result of 

corrosion post-deposition and little of the iron survives save a thin core seen in the broken section. This is 

confirmed by the lack of a response to a magnet. The shell of iron oxide that has replaced the iron is 

extremely friable, flaking and powdering on contact. The object was assessed by an archaeological artefact 

conservator to determine specific recommendations for cleaning and stabilization (see section 5.4 below).   

In addition to SF 1053, a further possible degraded iron object (SF 1052) from context (1066) was recovered 

from Trench 1.  During excavation, small flecks of rust-coloured material were noted in the soil and collected 
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for further study.  Examination after drying by both macroscopic and microscopic examination demonstrates 

that these are small friable spalls of yellow-brown, iron oxide staining. It is unclear whether these represent 

natural iron pan deposits or whether they are extensively degraded fragments of a broken up iron object. 

They survive as three amorphous rounded nodules with poorly defined edges.   

  

Figure 1.  Poorly preserved iron blade or strip 

fragment (SF 1053) prior to conservation. Both 

ends were broken in antiquity and have degraded 

post-deposition.  

Figure 2.  Broken section of iron blade or strip 

fragment (SF 1053). The dark grey-brown 

material on the left is dried adhering soil; the iron 

object section is the orange-brown wedge-

shaped piece to the right.  

  

Recommendations 

SF 1053 requires conservation to clean and stabilise the surfaces, as recommended as the result of 

conservation assessment undertaken at AOC. The specific recommendations for conservation of these items 

are outlined below.  Illustration of the iron object is recommended to accompany publication.  Further 

research will be required to allow closer identification of the form and date.  

 

Heat affected clay 

A small number of sub-rounded pieces of heat-affected clay came from context (1055) in Trench 5 weighing 

a total of 12.5 grams. The fragments are amorphous in shape, lacking any evidence of deliberate 

modification to the shape or fabric. It has not been possible to determine whether these are natural clay 

inclusions within the soil that has become accidently heat-affected as the result of the burning event that 

vitrified the ramparts or degraded pieces of deliberately fired clay such as daub or hearth lining.  

Recommendations 

No further work is recommended on this material but it should be bourne in mind that further pieces may be 

recovered from soil samples during retent sorting. Should further fragments be recovered, they should be 

catalogued for archive purposes and the significance of the hand-retrieved pieces re-assessed alongside the 

retent finds.  

 

Coarse stone tools  
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Complementing last season’s recovery of three coarse stone tools from the site, a further 6 tools and 

possible tools were recovered from Trenches 1 & 5.  The majority of these artefacts are hand-held cobble 

tools produced from water-rounded pebbles, cobbles and boulders.  These stones were undoubtedly brought 

to the hilltop from a water-source beyond the immediate vicinity of the site and have the potential to provide 

information about access to resources and resource selection.  

 

Figure 3:  Probable smoother (SF 503) showing patch of dark-brown staining 

  

Figure 4.  Circumferential grinder (SF 1035) Figure 5.  Detail of SF 1035 

showing facetted band of abrasion  
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Figure 6. Pounder/Smoother (SF 504)  Figure 7.  Detail of SF 504 showing 

pitted wear from pounding 

 

These include a pounder (SF 503) and pounder/smoother (SF 504; Figure 6 & 7) from Trench 5. A 

circumferential quartzite grinder displaying evidence of extensive use (SF 1035; Figure 4 & 5), a pounder (SF 

1055) and three stones (SF 1048, SF 1050), two of which are small fire-cracked fragments, with patches of 

polish that may be the result of working.   

The dark red-brown staining and light sheen visible on the faces of pebble SF 503 (Figure 3), and possibly 

SF 504, SF 1048, SF 1050 and SF 1055 may indicate use as a tools used in hide-processing as has been 

suggested for similarly stained stones found at Dunadd, Argyll (Lane & Campbell 2000).  

Twenty-one fragments of water-rounded quartzite cobbles collected on site as possible tools have, after 

cleaning, been shown to be natural.  Many of these stones are undoubtedly fire-cracked but it is unclear if 

this heat damage was the result of their intentional use as pot boilers used to heat water and other liquids or 

as the result of the burning event that took place across the hillfort. There is little merit in retaining these 

items for future study as part of the final artefact assemblage from the site but they have been catalogued 

alongside the worked stone to provide a record of their presence.  

Recommendations 

A small number of items would benefit from illustration to accompany publication, particularly SF 503, SF 504 

& SF 1035. More detailed use-wear analysis will be conducted on the full coarse stone assemblage on 

completion of excavation which may help to categorise the types of activities the tools were used for and 

whether specific functions can be identified.  Discard of the non-worked stones is recommended.  

 
Chipped stone 

A single piece of possible chipped stone (SF 502) was recovered from Trench 5 in 2017.  In the field this was 

suspected to be a fragment of struck chert but cleaning of the surfaces on return to AOC’s laboratory 

confirmed that it is a fractured angular fragment of quartz rich rock with no evidence of working.  

Recommendations:  
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No further work required.  

 
Vitrified stone 

Small quantities of vitrified stone (SF 505-508; SF1036, SF 1039) were recovered from stratified contexts in 

Trenches 1 and 5. Although vitrified material was encountered in topsoil and tumble in both trenches, the 

decision was made at the beginning of the 2017 season of excavation that only stratigraphically secure 

fragments would be retained for further study, as large quantities of vitrified stones have been recovered in 

previous seasons from tumble and topsoil. Three of the pieces recovered (SF 505, SF 506, SF 1036; see 

Figures 8-11), one from Trench 1 and two from Trench 5 display extensive vitrification resulting in the stone 

becoming fully molten in patches. In its liquid or viscous state, the stone has flowed, seeped and run before 

rapidly cooling and solidifying. It is unclear in these instances what the parent lithology is due to the extent of 

modification.  

  

Figure 8.  Molten-looking vitrified stone (SF 506) Figure 9.  One of two fragments of vitrified stone 

(SF 1036) from Trench 1 

 

  

Figure 10.  Molten-looking flow of vitrified stone 

(SF 505) 

Figure 11.  Detail of opposite face of vitrified 

stone (SF 505) 
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In addition to the vitrified stones already noted, a fragment of heat affected schist (SF 1056) was collected.   

Recommendations 

Examination of the vitrified stone by a geologist to confirm the identification of the lithology of stones 

incorporated in these vitrified fragments from excavation is recommended. All hand-retrieved fragments of 

vitrified stone and pieces from soil sample retents are available to Amanda Dolan for sampling and analytical 

analysis as is appropriate for research purposes.  

 

5.4 Conservation Assessment of Dun Deardail Iron Object 

A single iron object (SF 1053) is in poor condition. The surfaces are heavily mineralised and very fragile.  

On inspection SF 1053 was visually deteriorating, cracking and suffering material loss.  

SF 1052 is also in poor condition and does not merit further work.  

Recommended Treatment: 

The following conservation treatment is recommended: 

• Carry out photography before and after conservation 

• X-radiography to determine the extent of metal surviving to determine whether cleaning and rejoining 
is feasible 

• Mechanically clean iron to remove soiling and corrosion, if possible after X-ray 

• Consolidate to stabilise cracks and prevent further material loss as far as is possible 

• Investigate joining break  

• Repack the finds for storage 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

6 DISCUSSION  

 The excavations at Dun Deardail have provided an excellent chronological sequence and evidence 

for the construction, use and vitrification of the fort. In particular several finds, deposits and features 

associated with the initial occupation of the hillfort will hopefully provide an insight into the types of 

activity that once took place there. In addition to this, the deposits relating to both the construction 

and vitrification of the enclosure wall and the structural evidence for the post vitrification occupation 

of the hillfort were further defined. A consistent sequence of activity was recorded in all the 

excavated trenches across the site that will allow a good chronology of the site to be developed.  

6.1  Layout of the hillfort 

Trench 5 demonstrated the internal division of the site with the upper ‘citadel’ area being separated 

from the rest of the hillfort during both the pre-vitrification and post-vitrification occupation of the site. 

That the earlier phase of this wall [528] was upstanding at the time of the vitrification of the hillfort is 

demonstrated by its heavily heat affected nature and that it was overlain by burning and collapse 

deposits. It is not clear if this division pre-dates the hillfort, was an original feature of the enclosure 

wall or that it was a secondary but pre-vitrification addition to the hillfort. This division of the hillfort 

clearly continues to be important with the rebuilding of the dividing wall [504] in the same position.  

6.2  Vitrification of the ramparts 
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The vitrified ramparts were not investigated during the 2017 excavations, however the early phase of 

the dividing wall [528] between the upper ‘citadel’ area of the hillfort and the lower terraces was 

clearly upstanding at the time of the vitrification event, but was not itself vitrified. The reasons for this 

wall not being vitrified may help to elucidate the mechanisms of vitrification within the ramparts. The 

clear difference between the rampart walls and the dividing wall is the lack of timber lacing within the 

latter and this may have had an effect on it burning and destruction. The location of this wall within 

the centre of the hillfort, possibly sheltered from wind during the burning event might also have 

contributed to it not becoming vitrified. This structure may also have not had a timber superstructure 

or this may have been smaller scale than in the main fort ramparts. 

6.3  Pre-vitrification occupation within the hillfort 

The 2017 excavations have revealed a similar sequence of occupation to that revealed in previous 

years. The main evidence for the pre-vitrification occupation of the hillfort came from Trench 1, and  

was a significant series of deposits and structures relating to the early occupation of the hillfort. In 

Trench 1 a series of large stone-based hearths were found to have been set on an extensive area of 

paving which pre-dates the vitrification and collapse of the rampart. It is presumed that these 

features sat within the foot print of a timber or turf-built structure but evidence for the structural 

configuration sat outwith the trench and the small number of postholes and scoops identified cannot 

reveal much about the form that such a building might have taken. 

6.4  Post-vitrification occupation within the hillfort 

Trench 5 demonstrated the possible re-occupation of the hillfort after the vitrification event, with 

possible ephemeral structures and deposits consistent with that revealed in previous years. Again 

there is possible evidence for the re-occupation of the hillfort, with the dividing wall [504] between the 

two halves of the hillfort being re-constructed. These occupation deposits and the structural remains 

are however very ephemeral suggestive of temporary occupation of the hillfort. 

 

 

6.4  Future works  

This DSR report is both preliminary and provisional, with many issues raised by the excavation data 

still to be addressed. In ascertaining a fuller knowledge of the excavation results, a post-excavation 

research design will be produced that will describe all necessary and appropriate assessment 

processes and consequent post-excavation analyses together with publication proposals for the final 

report, in conjunction with and to be approved by the Forestry Commission Scotland and Historic 

Environment Scotland. This report will integrate the stratigraphic, contextual and descriptive data 

from the excavation with specialist post-excavation analyses covering dating, palaeoenvironmental 

and economic issues. Forestry Commission Scotland and Historic Environment Scotland will be 

informed of any significant findings during this programme of post-excavation works. These will then 

be included with the findings from the previous phases of work culminating in an article fit for 

academic publication. 
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Plate 9: Trench 1 after backfilling and reinstatement. 

 

 
Plate 10: Trench 5 after backfilling and reinstatement. 
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Figure 7: Trench 5 pre-vitrifica on features 01/23046/DSR17/07/01
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Figure 8: Trench 5 Southeast facing sec on 01/23046/DSR17/08/01
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APPENDIX 1: CONTEXT REGISTER 

 
Trench Context Context Type Description 

1 (1050) Deposit Thin lens/spread of charcoal stained silty soil surrounding 
S of hearth [1051] to S, E, W. Edges of spread not well 
defined to E and W; ill-defined progression from (1050) 
into 1056 to both E and W. On excavation was found to 
overlie paving stones (1057) and (1056) to both E and W.  
Layer of charcoal to S of hearth [1051] 

1 [1051] Feature Well-built sub oval arrangement of closely set horizontal 
slabs, incorporates occasional edge set stones around 
circumference (e.g. water-rounded quartz cobble/boulder 
at N corner), 0.54m from S trench edge. External edge 
1.12m NS to 1.24M EW. Built on top of (1052) to S of 
[1010], (1037). Average stone size c. 250mm x 240mm. 
Some larger slabs 380 mm long. Same as 1041 exposed in 
2016. 
Sub oval arrangement of horizontal slabs- base of hearth 

1 [1052] Feature Area of paving consisting of medium sized (average 
250mm x 220mm) with some larger (660 x 270mm) 
horizontally laid stone slabs, closely set and well made. 
Circular edge to paving on E edge, S edge extends into 
trench edge, western end extends (and presumably 
continues into) the slot excavated in 2016 at the W end of 
trench. To the N it is covered by (1037). Set upon the 
paving in hearth [1051] 
Area of paving underlying [1051] 

1 [1053] Feature Sub-oval ring of stones defining edge of possible stone-
built feature to the immediate north of [1010] towards N 
trench edge. Appears to underly [1010]. 
Soil infill of feature = (1054) 
Underlies collapsed tumble from rampart. On excavation, 
feature not particularly convincing 
Sub-oval ring of stones- possible hearth. 

1 (1054) Deposit Silty pale buff brown soil, frequent fragments of degraded 
stone, occasional charcoal flecks.  
Soil infill of hearth [1053] 

1 (1055) Deposit Lens of red-brown (heat affected soil) exposed at the W 
end of trench directly overlying paving [1052], underlying 
1057. Similar but more mixed soils also uncovered to E of 
[1051]/[1052]. Contains significant pieces of burnt bone in 
fresh condition- suggesting deposited quickly after burning 
Occupation surface over paving [1052] 

1 (1056) Deposit Lens of pale grey/buff friable soil, heat affected, with 
frequent degraded stone inclusions, occasional charcoal 
flecks and pieces of burnt animal bone. Covering W end of 
trench. Relationship between (1050) and (1056) poorly 
defined- overlies (1057) 
Lens of pale grey/buff friable soil overlying (1055) 
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Trench Context Context Type Description 

1 (1057) Deposit Thin lens of charcoal-stained silty fine soil overlying area of 
trench to the W of [1051]. Overlies a possible OGS deposit 
(1055). Despite charcoal staining (resulting in black 
colouration of the soil) there were few charcoal inclusions. 
Lens of charcoal-stained silty soil underlying 1056 

1 [1058] Feature Horseshoe arrangement of small angular rocks within 
(1022) immediately S but at a lower level than [1042]. 
Defines area 0.22 x 0.38m around [1059] 
Possible post setting 

1 [1059] Feature Circular posthole through or enclosed by (1061). Edges of 
posthole defined by [1058]. Steep sloping sides to a 
rounded base, NS 0.19m EW 0.18m depth 0.08m.  
Section extended for view of section. 
Cut of posthole 

1 (1060) Deposit Fill of posthole [1059] 

1 (1061) Deposit Pale grey dry sandy soil at E end of trench, at edge of 
paving [1052] underlying layer of charcoal lens and heat 
affected friable pale soil. Not continuous layer. [1059] 
either cut through (1061) or enclosed by it  
Pale grey dry sandy soil at E end of trench 

1 (1062) Deposit Charcoal flecked soil below[ 1051] and above [1052]. Dark 
charcoal stained sandy silt extending underneath hearth 
[1051]. 100% samples within S Sondage of trench 
Charcoal stained layer under hearth [1051] 

1 (1063) Deposit Bundle of roundwood overlying [1052] 
Roundwood overlying paving 

1 (1064) Deposit Mottled fine silty soil, friable texture, frequent inclusions 
of charcoal and degraded stone. Heat affected. Overlying 
(1057), exposed across NW corner of trench. Same as 
(1021) exposed in 2016 
Mottled pale friable soil- same as (1021)? 

1 (1065) Deposit Orange yellow silty sand deposit directly underlying 
[1052]. Exposed in sondage across S edge of trench at 
0.85m wide.  Flecks of degraded stone within deposit 
Pale orange silty soil underneath paving [1052] 

1 (1066) Deposit Pale grey, fine, gritty soil, frequent underlying of degraded 
(heat affected) stone – occasional charcoal inclusions. 
Underlies (1064) in NW corner of trench, overlies burnt 
orange soils and charcoal stained soils.  
Pale grey, fine, gritty soil same as (1061) 

1 (1067) Deposit Charcoal stained soil in NW corner of trench. Overlying 
paving. Discrete charred timbers within (1068) (1069) 
Charcoal stained soil overlying paving 

1 [1068] Feature In situ horizontal timber aligned N-S protruding from N 
trench edge. Grain of timber runs N-S. 430mm L x 130mm 
W x 40mm thick surviving. Sits directly over paving. 
Charred timber 

1 [1069] Feature In situ horizontal timber sat within (1067)- oriented NW-SE 
protruding from N trench edge. 800mm L x 95mm W x 
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Trench Context Context Type Description 

3mm thick surviving.  
Charred timber 

1 [1070] Cut Sub oval (although obscured by trench edge) cut. 1.05 x 
0.5 x 0.14m. Edged with stones at east. Shallow, steeply 
sloping sides to concave base- very gradual slope. Bedrock 
at base. 
Cut? of pit/ hollow in bedrock 

1 (1071) Fill Dark black charcoal rich soil. Flecked with yellow degraded 
bedrock flecks. Up to 0.14m deep. Filled with several small 
squared quartz pieces 
Fill of cut/hollow [1070] 

1 [1072] Feature In situ charred timber 

1 [1073] Feature In situ charred timber 

1 (1074) Deposit Pale off-white silty soil underlying (1067). Silty, slightly 
gritty texture contains degraded, heat affected stone 
flecks. Discrete deposit situated in NW corner of trench, 
clearly visible in section under (1067) and over (1075). 
Pale off-white soil underlying charcoal rich layer 

1 (1075) Deposit Dark brown humic-rich layer, overlying bedrock in NW 
corner. Underlying 1067 and 1072. Contains occasional 
large rounded cobbles and occasional shattered stone. 
Underlying  paving [1052] towards the W end of trench. 
Levelling deposit underlying paving [1052] exposed in 
NW corner of Tr 1 

1 (1076) Deposit Thick layer of heat affected, shattered angular rock, 
comprising a range of lithographies and including some 
fragments of vitrified stone, at E end of trench. In previous 
year referred to as (1002), covering extent of excavated 
area but in section shows tumble from rampart in 2 
discrete layers: one (1076) from E and (1077) from the 
west.  
Tumble from eastern extent of rampart  

1 (1077) Deposit Thick layer of heat affected, shattered angular rock, 
comprising a range of lithographies and including some 
fragments of vitrified stone, at W end of trench. In 
previous year, referred to as 1002, covering extent of 
excavated area but in section shows tumble from rampart 
in 2 discrete layers: one (1076) from E and (1077) from the 
west.  
Tumble from western extent of rampart 

    

5 (500) Deposit Dark Brown humic sandy silt with occasional small stone 
Topsoil 

5 (501) Deposit Sub-angular to angular stone, up to 0.5 x 0.4 x 0.3m in size, 
sat in a matrix of dark brown sandy silt. Extends between 
E/W wall [502] and N end of trench (1.8m) across trench 
(2m). 
Collapsed rampart material 

5 [502] Structure Wall oriented SE-NW across trench. Comprises 5 sub-
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Trench Context Context Type Description 

rounded granite blocks aligned SE-NW forming a wall (1 
course width surviving at 1 course high). Extends for 1.4m 
across trench 0.35m at 0.2m in height. 
Small wall constructed or collapsed rampart material 

5 (503) Deposit Dark brown charcoal rich deposit of gravely silt. Extends 
between wall [502] and [514] at a length of 3.5m, and 
across trench (2m) up to 0.2m deep. 
Occupation deposit, associated with post-vitrification 
occupation of the hillfort 

5 [504] Structure Wall extending E-W across trench, comprising outer face 
[514] and core [516] 
Terrace wall associated with post-vitrification occupation 

5 (505) Deposit Angular to sub-angular stone in a matrix of sandy silt.  
Collapsed stone from wall [504] 

5 [506] Structure Possible E/W wall: comprises line of three rounded granite 
stones, possible forming terrace wall. 
E/W wall associated with post-vitrification occupation 

5 (507) Deposit Angular to sub-angular stone in a sandy silt matrix. 
Collapse from walls [504]/[506] 

5 (508) Deposit Mottled deposit with large charcoal chunks, sitting in a 
buff orange brown gritty sand.  
Burning deposit associated with vitrification 

5 (509) Deposit Deposit of small shattered schist in a matrix of sandy silt 

5 [510] Structure Collapsed stone comprising three wall dressed blocks sat 
close together. 
Collapsed stonework 

5 (511) Deposit Dark charcoal rich deposit to S of terrace wall [510]. 
Composed of sandy silt with abundant charcoal and 
occasional stone. 
Charcoal rich deposit associated with vitrification burning 

5 (512) Deposit Shattered schist in a matrix of sandy silt. Same as (509) but 
to S of [510] 

5 (513) Deposit Mound of stone at S end of Trench 

5 [514] Structure Rounded granite blocks. 
Outer face of wall [504] 

5 [515] Structure Area of rough paving to immediate N of wall [504] and S of 
occupation deposit (503). Composed of 6 flat slabs 
covering an area 1.2m x 0.75m. 
Rough paving 

5 [516] Structure Angular to sub-angular stone 
Rubble core of wall [504] 

5 (517) Deposit Angular stone in a sandy silt matrix to N of wall [504] 

5 (518) Deposit Angular stone in a sandy silt matrix to S of wall [504] 

5 [519] Structure Rounded stone layer N of (512) 

5 (520) Deposit Layer of very dark brown/black silty clay deposit with high 
organic content. 
Original ground surface underneath [504] wall 

5 [521] Structure Inner face of wall structure [504] comprised of rounded 
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Trench Context Context Type Description 

and angular stones, mainly orange in colour. Small-med 
sized stones. 0.6m high, 2.05m wide (full extent of trench) 
Inner face of wall [504] 

5 (522) Deposit Layer of very dark brown/black silty clay with high organic 
content. Probably same as (520) 
Original ground surface S of wall [504] 

5 [523] Structure Rounded stone layer granite and quartz extending W of 
[510] for 2.97m. Single layer of small-medium round, semi-
round and angular stones. Under (512) and (519).  
Possible foundation for bank or rampart: area of hard 
standing 

5 (524) Deposit Layer of burnt material to N of wall [504]. Orange silty clay 
with abundant charcoal. 
Burning layer associated with vitrification 

5 [525] Structure Outer face of [504] 
Outer face of [504]- possibly an earlier phase? 

5 [526] Structure Core of early phase of wall [504]. Comprised of heat 
shattered stone. 
Heat shattered core of early phase of wall [504] 

5 [527] Structure Inner face of early phase of wall [504] 

5 [528] Structure Early phase of wall [504] comprising outer face [525], core 
[526] and inner face [527] 
Early phase of wall [504] 

5 (529) Deposit Shattered collapse below (524) 
Shattered collapse 
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APPENDIX 2: PHOTOGRAPHIC REGISTER 
 

Frame Trench Description From 

104-105 T5 Trench 5 topsoil removed S 

106-107 T5 Trench 5 topsoil removed SE 

108-109 T5 Trench 5 topsoil removed SW 

110-111 T5 Trench 5 topsoil removed N 

112-113 T5 Trench 5 topsoil removed E 

114-115 T5 Trench 5 topsoil removed N 

116-118 T1 Hearth [1037] W 

119-121 T1 Hearth [1037] N 

122-125 T1 Hearth [1037] E 

126-128 T1 Hearth [1037] S 

129-130 T1 Hearth [1037] SW 

131-132 T5 South end of trench showing burning deposits (508 & 511) S 

133-134 T5 South end of trench showing burning deposits (508 & 511) W 

135-136 T5 South end of trench showing burning deposits (508 & 511) W 

137-138 T5 South end of trench showing burning deposits (508 & 511) W 

139 T5 South end of trench showing burning deposits (508 & 511) N 

140-141 T5 Detail of charcoal within (508) W 

142-145 T1 Hearth [1051] S 

146-147 T1 Hearth [1051] W 

148-151 T1 Hearth [1051] and Paving [1052] E 

152-153 T1 Detail of burnt bone within (1056) W 

154-155 T1 Burnt bone in deposit (1056) by hearth [1051] W 

156-159 T1 Detail of burnt bone W 

160-161 T1 Hearth [1051] S 

162-163 T1 Working shots - 

164-179 T1 Working shots - 

180-183 T1 Possible wall [1042] S 

184-185 T1 Possible wall [1042] E 

186-189 T1 Possible wall [1042] N 

190-191 T5 Wall [504] and collapsed stonework [506 & 510] S 

192-193 T5 Collapsed stonework [510] S 

194-195 T5 Collapsed stonework [506] S 

196-197 T5 Wall [504] S 

198 T5 Wall [504] outer face S 

199-201 T5 Wall [504] and paving [515] N 

202-203 T5 Wall [502] SW 

204-205 T5 Occupation deposit (503) S 

206-210 T1 Area to NW of hearth [1054] Various 

211-216 T1 Charcoal adjacent to hearth [1054] Various 
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Frame Trench Description From 

217-221 T1 Working shots - 

222-255 T1 Hearth [1051] and paving [1052] Various 

256-369 T1 Photogrammetry of hearth [1051] and paving [1052] - 

370-501 T5 Photogrammetry of wall [502, 504, 506 & 510]  - 

502-504 T1 View of paving [1052] Various 

505-507 T1 NE facing section of trench 1 SW 

508-513 T1 Hearths [1037]&[1051] & paving [1052] NW 

514-520 T1 Hearths [1037]&[1051] & paving [1052] SW 

521-529 T1 Hearths [1037]&[1051] & paving [1052] SE 

530-533 T1 Hearths [1037]&[1051] & paving [1052] S 

534-535 T1 Hearth [1051] SW 

536-541 T1 Hearths [1037]&[1051] & paving [1052] NE 

542-551 T1 Post-setting [1058] Various 

552-556 T1 Deposits (1056 & 1057) Various 

557-559 T1 Working shots - 

560-561 T1 Posthole [1059] half-sectioned S 

562-565 T1 Posthole [1059] SE facing section SE 

566-569 T1 Working shots - 

570-571 T1 Posthole [1059] box section SE 

572-573 T1 Posthole [1059] Box section SE 

574-581 T1 Charred timbers [1068] &[1069] W 

582-595 T1 Paving [1052] & charred timbers [1068 &1069] Various 

596-600 T1 Detail of roundwood bundle [1063] Various 

601-605 T5 Working shots - 

606-628 T1 Hearth [1051] half sectioned Various 

629-630 T1 Detail of deposit (1056) NE 

631-633 T1 General view of deposits (1055 & 1056) Various 

634-640 T1 Detail of paving [1052] Various 

641-643 T5 Detail of old ground surface (520) Various 

644-651 T1 Detail of (1052) after removal of (1051) in S section S 

652-656 T1 Detail of (1052) after removal of (1051) in S section SW 

657 T1 Detail of (1052) after removal of (1051) in S section S 

658-659 T1 Detail of (1052) after removal of (1051) in S section NW 

660 T1 Detail of (1052) after removal of (1051) in S section W 

661-662 T1 Mid-ex shot showing deposit  to E of [1010] S 

663-664 T1 Detail of charcoal deposit to E of [1010] S 

665-668 T5 Rounded stone layer [519] S 

669-672 T5 Rounded stone layer [519] Various 

673-681 T5 Outer face [525] of wall [528] Various 

682-807 T5 Photogrammetry - 

808-815 T1 Mid-ex view of Trench 1 after half section of [1051 & 1052] NW 

816-819 T1 Mid-ex view of Trench 1 after half section of [1051 & 1052] SW 
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Frame Trench Description From 

820-821 T1 Mid-ex view of Trench 1 after half section of [1051 & 1052] S 

822-825 T1 Mid-ex view of Trench 1 after half section of [1051 & 1052] SE 

826-827 T1 Mid-ex view of Trench 1 after half section of [1051 & 1052] SW 

828-829 T1 Mid-ex view of Trench 1 after half section of [1051 & 1052] W 

830-833 T1 Working shots of excavation of (1066)  - 

834-835 T1 Working shots - 

836-841 T1 Working shots - 

842-845 T1 Mid-ex view of (1066) and (1067) NW 

846-847 T1 Mid-ex view of (1066) and (1067) SW 

848-849 T1 Working shots of excavation of (1065) - 

850-851 T5 Working shots showing OGS (522) Various 

852-955 T5 Photogrammetry - 

956-958 T5 Old ground surface (522) W 

959-960 T5 Cobble layer [523] Various 

961 - Working shot - 

962-963 T5 Cobble layer [523] W 

964-965 T5 Cobble layer [523] W 

966-967 T5 Cobble layer [523] W 

968-978 T5 Old ground surface (522) Various 

979-982 T1 Possible feature under (1065) S 

983-986 T1 Possible feature [1070] under (1065) E 

987-988 T1 Possible feature [1070] under (1065) S 

989-990 T1 Bedrock exposed after removal of (1065) at SW corner of trench W 

991-992 T1 Bedrock exposed after removal of (1065) at SW corner of trench N 

993-995 T5 Cobble layer [523] W 

996-998 T5 Post-ex of Trench 5 showing bedrock (530) W 

999-1000 T5 Working shots - 

1001-1003 T1 Working shots of artefact excavation - 

1004 T1 Section of pit [1070] N 

1005 T1 Plan view of pit [1070] S 

1006-1013 T1 East facing section of (512) W 

1014-1020 T1 Working shots - 

1021-1025 T1 Bedrock in N corner of Trench 1 NW 

1026-1041 T1 Post-ex views of trench Various 

1042-1049 T1 Trench 1 north facing section N 

1050-1106 T1 Post-ex views of trench Various 

1107-1144 T1 East facing section E 

1145-1177 T1 Post-ex views of trench Various 

1178-1180 T1 South facing section S 

1181-1198 T1 Post-ex views of trench Various 

1199-1208 - Working shots - 

1209-1222 T1 Deposits for thin section and kubiena tins in S facing section  Various 
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Frame Trench Description From 

1223-1228 T1 Working shots - 

1229-1237 T5 Large chunk of vitrified stone from (505) - 

1238-1241 T1 Section through deposits underlying hearth [1054] N 

 

  



Dun Deardail Hillfort: Year 3 Archaeological Excavation Data Structure Report 

 

© AOC Archaeology 2017      |    36  |    www.aocarchaeology.com 

 

APPENDIX 3: DRAWING REGISTER 

 
Drawing No. Trench No. Details Scale 

101 1 Plan of [1037] & [1051]  1:20 

102 1 Plan of NW corner showing (1062), [1052] and charred 
timbers 

1:20 

103 1 Plan of SE corner of trench showing [1010] and [1052] 1:20 

104 1 Plan of SE corner of trench showing (1061), (1037) and 
[1051] 

1:20 

105 1 SE facing section of [1059] 1:20 

106 1 Plan of posthole [1059] 1:20 

107 1 Plan of hearths [1037, 1010 & 1051] and paving [1052] 1:20 

108 1 North facing section of trench  1:10 

109 1 South facing section of trench 1:20 

110 1 West facing section through hearths [1037/1051] 1:10 

- - - - 

501 5 Plan of wall [502, 504, 506 & 510] 1:20 

502 5 Overlay of Dr 501 showing [528] and cobble layer (520) 1:20 

503 5 East facing section of Trench 5 1:20 
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APPENDIX 4: FINDS REGISTER 
 

Trench No. Find No. Context No. Description 

1 1035 1077 Possible quartz cobble tools x 5 

1 1036 1076 Vitrified stone amongst lower tumble- N side trench 
near hearths 

1 1037 1050 Burnt Bone 

1 1038 1036 Burnt bone adjacent 1051 

1 1039 1077 Vitrified material 

1 1040 1055 Possibly fired clay (daub/pot?) at E end of trench 

1 1041 1055 Possibly fired clay (daub/pot?) at W end of trench 

1 1042 1056 Burnt bone W of 1051 

1 1043 1055 Burnt bone W of 1051 directly over 1052 

1 1044 1057 Charcoal W of 1051 

1 1045 1057 Lump of roundwood in charcoal layer above paving 

1 1046 1057 to NW 1051 Burnt bone 

1 1047 1057 Burnt Bone 

1 1048 1023 Quartz cobble possible use wear on end. From area E 
of sub-circular stone arrangement at eastern edge of 

trench 

1 1049  Burnt bone 

1 1050 1071 Quartz (2 bags) 

1 1051 1066 Charcoal 

1 1052 1066 Iron fragments 

1 1053 1067 Iron object 

1 1054 1067 Fragment of burnt round wood under 1010 above 
1052 

1 1055 SPOIL Possible worked cobble 

1 1056 SPOIL Bog ore? Heat affected stone? 

1 1057 1057 Bone (burnt) NE quadrant 

1 1058 1057 Burnt bone SE quadrant 

1 1059 1075 Small fragment of burnt bone found in void 
underneath paving (1052) in void W of [1010] and 

[1051] 

- - - - 

5 501 508 Bone 

5 502 520 Lithic 

5 503 516 Rubbing stone 

5 504 523 Hammer stone 

5 505 505 Vitrified stone 

5 506 505 Vitrified stone 

5 507 505 Vitrified stone 

5 508 505 Vitrified stone 
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APPENDIX 5: FINDS CATALOGUE 

CATALOGUE OF INORGANIC ARTEFACTS1  
 

Iron   
SF 1053   Incomplete blade or strip fragment.  Poorly preserved fragmentary iron object, surviving as two 

joining fragments representing a narrow, slightly curving rectangular strip with rounded parallel edges, one 

of which is slightly thicker than the other giving the appearance of a wedge-shaped section. The ends of the 

object, possibly a broken knife blade fragment, appear to have been lost in antiquity and were not in 

evidence during excavation.  The metal of this incomplete blade or strip is substantially mineralised as the 

result of corrosion post-deposition and little of the iron survives save a thin core seen in the broken section. 

The shell of iron oxide that has replaced the iron is extremely friable, flaking and powdering on contact. 

Surviving L 57 mm (larger fragment is 34.5 mm in length; smaller fragment 22.5 mm)  W 15.5  T 5 – 6.5 mm. 

Context 1067. 

SF 1052 Iron flecks or fragments of natural iron pan.  Small friable spalls of yellow-brown, iron oxide 

staining encased in the matrix of mid-grey powdery soil. It is unclear whether these flecks represent natural 

iron pan deposits or whether they are extensively degraded fragments of a disintegrated iron object. They 

survive as three amorphous rounded nodules with poorly defined edges.  The dimensions of the largest 

fragment are: L 19  W 17  T 2.5 mm.  Context 1066. 

Heat affected clay 
SF 1041  Multiple small fractured amorphous fragments of heat-affected clay. Each of the pieces is sub-

rounded in shape but display no evidence of deliberate shaping or modification. Pale orange-brown in 

colour. Largest fragment: L 32  W 29  T 13 mm. Mass 8.6g. Context 1055. W or E?  

SF 1040 Two fragments of heat-affected clay, amorphous, sub-rounded in shape. No evidence of 

modification beyond heat damage. Pale orange-brown in colour. Largest fragment: L 20.5  W 19  T 11.5 

mm. Mass 3.2g. Context 1055. W or E?  

Coarse stone tools  
SF 502 Natural. Unworked angular spall of an off-white quartzite-rich stone collected in the field as a 

possible struck lithic but displays no evidence of deliberate modification or use. L 30  W 13  T 5 mm. 

Context 520. Discard recommended.  

SF 503 Smoother. Flattened ovoid water-rounded sandstone cobble with a high quartz and mica content, 

lentoid in section with convex faces. One face has an oval area of dark red-brown staining and polish (54 x 

                                                           

 

 

1 This excludes the quartz which has been catalogued as a separate database and the environmental material (burnt 
bone etc) which will be examined alongside environmental material recovered from soil sample processing.  
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92.5 mm) off-centre, towards one straight edge from use as a smoother.  Towards the centre of the 

opposite rounded edge is a small bipartite fracture which is overlain by fresh and recent damage. L 135  W 

99.5  T 37.5 mm. Context 516. Illustration recommended.  

SF 504 Pounder/smoother.  Asymmetric ovoid heat-damaged quartzite-rich sandstone cobble with 

naturally smooth and rounded surfaces. Blunt rounded end has flattened pitted facet (remaining 31 x 42 

mm) from use a pounder, flaking of edges of facet and loss of spall from long rounded edge of cobble 

indicate use with fairly heavy physical force. Adjacent to this fracture scar towards the opposite end of the 

cobble is an irregular oval pecked facet (31.5 x 38.5mm). A further flattened facet (25 x 61 mm) is present 

on the opposing curving edge. Although now irregular and fracture damaged as the result of post-use heat 

damage, the flatter of the two convex faces is lightly polished, particularly towards the periphery of one 

rounded curving edge, probably from use as a smoother or polisher. Spots of possible pitch staining present 

on same surface. L 99.5  (R)W 67.5  T 60.5 mm. Context 523.  Illustration recommended.   

SF 1035  Circumferential grinder.  Asymmetric oval water-rounded quartzite cobble, plano-convex in 

section, with naturally smooth and even surfaces. One flat, near vertical, edge is unmodified but all other 

rounded edges, encompassing approximately 60% of the circumference of the cobble, display a band (W 16 

– 31 mm) of facetted abrasion from use. The unmodified surfaces have patches of high sheen but 

examination under magnification confirms that these are the result of natural water abrasion on quartz 

crystals rather than use. L 100.5  W 80  T 61 mm.  Context 1077. Illustration recommended.  From the same 

context a further 6 water-rounded quartzite stones were collected: three are water-rounded and 

unmodified; three are heat damaged, two of which are cracked and fragmentary but display no further 

modification. Discard recommended.  

SF 1048  Tapering sub-rectangular water-rounded quartzite cobble, surfaces discoloured from surrounding 

charcoal-stained soils. One rounded end has a distinct oval area of fresh modern damage. The only 

evidence of possible use is a band of polish which covers the periphery of a near vertical, gently curving 

edge suggesting light-use, probably as a smoother or polisher. (look under microscope). L 92  W 47.5  T 42 

mm. Context 1022  

SF 1050  a) Fifteen fragments of fire-cracked water-rounded quartzite cobbles. The fragments display 

various levels of heat-damage ranging from patches of discolouration and hairline surface cracks to angular 

fire-cracked spalls. No other form of modification is in evidence. Context 1071. Bag 1/2 11 fragments; Bag 

2/2 4 fragments. Discard recommended.  

SF 1050 b) Two fragments of a heat fractured cobble, no longer joining, possibly worked. One fragment 

consists of a rectangular spall detached from a water-rounded cobble with a single original surface 

surviving which is naturally smooth but with patches of a light sheen from rubbing or polishing. Surviving L 

50.5  W 33  T 44 mm. The second fragment has detached from the smooth rounded edge of the cobble. A 

distinct band of polish (W 17 mm) is present around the surviving original edge, overlain by a distinct patch 

of dark brown sooting/staining. Surviving L 58  W 61  T 37.5 mm. Context 1071. Bag 2/2.  

SF 1055 Pounder. Flattened ovoid quartzite-rich cobble, smooth water-rounded surfaces and rounded 

ends, one of which displays a small pitted facet (20 x 24 mm) overlying a poorly defined area of abrasion.  

An area of light polish towards the centre of the smooth convex face may be the result of secondary use as 

a smoother. L 91.5  W 77.5  T 52.5 mm. Spoil. Trench 1.  



Dun Deardail Hillfort: Year 3 Archaeological Excavation Data Structure Report 

 

© AOC Archaeology 2017      |    40  |    www.aocarchaeology.com 

 

Vitrified stone  
SF 505 Thick, undulating but angular triangular fractured plate of vitrified stone comprising an amalgam of 

different lithologies (quartzite, greywacke, ?schist) embedded in a red-brown molten-looking matrix of 

completely vitrified stone which has flowed and seeped whist in a semi-liquid state with distinct drips and 

runs observed on both faces. L 251  W 160  T 71.5 mm. Mass 1591.6g. Context 505. 

SF 506 Fractured angular fragment comprising a mass of molten-looking spills, runs and droplets of 

vitrified stone, molten in appearance. The surfaces are yellow-green-brown in colour, sintered in patches 

with areas of glassy vitrification. Where the surface is damaged or fractured the interior of the mass is 

glassy and vesicular engulfing smaller angular rock fragments. L 150  W 107.5  T 76 mm. Mass 351.8g. 

Context 505 

SF 507  Angular agglomerate of vitrified stone comprising heat-affected sandstone/greywacke fused with 

fragments of schist. The stone has a vitrified molten-looking coating of pale grey-yellow sintered material 

across the surfaces but other damaged and fractured areas of the rock are vesicular and glassy in patches. L 

215  W 150  T 105 mm. Mass 1224.6g. Context 505. 

SF 508  Sub-square angular block of vitrified stone consisting of a fused mass of different lithologies – each 

has reacted different to the extreme heat of the fire.  Some areas have vitrified and suffered a loss of mass, 

becoming glassy and vesicular whist other rock types have sintered and discoloured. L 170  W 155  T 111 

mm. Mass 139.9g. Context 505.  

SF 1036 Two fragments of vitrified stone.  The first is a rectangular fractured fragment of calcareous pelite 

with distinct horizontal banding of white quartzite. The quartz layers have laminated and become glassy in 

patches whilst the rest of the rock is sintered and discoloured. L 55.5  W 34  T 25 mm. Mass 39.9g. Context 

1076.  

SF 1039  Small fractured angular fragment of low density, vesicular, glassy, vitrified stone.  Slightly 

iridescent in patches with molten-looking surfaces. Ranges in colour from mid-grey, pale blue, pale yellow-

green, off-white and red-brown. Not magnetic. L 24  W 23.5  T 14 mm. Mass 4.8g. Context 1077.  

SF 1056  Heat-affected stone.  Angular sub-rectangular fractured fragment of heat-affected schist, brick-red 

and orange in colour, patches of vitrification on one face only but is light in weight suggesting a loss of mass 

as the result of heat damage. Collected in the field as a possible fragment of bog ore. L 79  W 69.5  T 46.5 

mm. Spoil. Trench 1. Mass 137.5g.  
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 APPENDIX 6: SAMPLES REGISTER 
 

Trench No. Context No. Quantity 

1 1036 (S of 1041) 2 L 

1 1036 (under 1042) 1 X 10L 

1 1050 1 L 

1 1061 1 X 10L 

1 1057  1 X 10L 

1 1060 1 X 10L 
100% sampled 

1 1062 2 X 10L 

1 1062 1L 
100% sample 

1 1065 1 X 10L 

1 1066 1 X 10L 

1 1071 1 X 10L 

1 1068 Charred timber 
100% sampled 

1 1069 Charred timber 
100% sampled 

1 1072 Charred timber 
100% sampled 

- - - 

5 501 1 X 10L 

5 503 2 X 10L 

5 508 2 X 10L 

5 512 2 X 10L 

5 520 3 X 10L 

5 523 2 X 10L 

5 524 1 X 10L 
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 APPENDIX 6: ‘DISCOVERY AND EXCAVATION IN SCOTLAND’ REPORT 

 
LOCAL AUTHORITY: Highland 

PROJECT TITLE/SITE NAME:  Dun Deardail 

PROJECT CODE: 23046 

PARISH:  Kilmallie 

NAME OF CONTRIBUTOR:  Jamie Humble 

NAME OF ORGANISATION:  AOC Archaeology Group 

TYPE(S) OF PROJECT: Excavation 

NMRS NO(S):  NN17SW 6 

SITE/MONUMENT TYPE(S):  Fort 

SIGNIFICANT FINDS:   

NGR (2 letters, 6 figures) NN 1270 7013 

START DATE (this season) 14th August 2017 

END DATE (this season) 25th August 2017 

PREVIOUS WORK (inc DES) Yes (DES 2015/p206 & DES 2016) 

MAIN (NARRATIVE) 

DESCRIPTION:  

(May include information from 

other fields) 

An archaeological excavation was undertaken by the Nevis Landscape 

Partnership, with local volunteers, and AOC Archaeology Group at the 

vitrified hillfort of Dun Deardail, Glen Nevis, Lochaber. The 2017 works 

form the final phase of a three project with two season’s fieldwork 

having been completed. The first two years investigations comprised the 

excavation of eight trenches, along with topographic and geophysical 

survey. 

The 2017 works comprised the excavation of two trenches, one within 

the upper ‘citadel’ area of the hillfort and the other investigating the area 

dividing the ‘citadel’ from the lower area of the hillfort. 

Trench 1 excavated in the upper ‘citadel’ area of the hillfort exposed a 

series of stone built hearths set on an extensive area of paving that pre-

dated the vitrification of the hillfort. This hearth and paving would have 

been at the centre of a probable turf or timber building,  however 

evidence for any structural elements of this lay outwith the trench save 

for a couple of scoops and postholes. 

Trench 5 investigated the break between the upper ‘citadel’ and the 

lower internal terraces of the hillfort. In this trench evidence for the multi-

phase occupation of the hillfort was recovered. The pre-vitrification 

structures comprised a wall which separated the two areas of the hillfort 

which while not vitrified, was heavily affected by the intense heat of the 

fire reducing it to small pieces of shattered stone. Downslope from this 

was a foundation comprising a layer of rounded boulders overlying a 

layer of rounded cobbles. Overlying these two walls were a series of 

burning and collapse deposits relating to the vitrification. Above these 

vitrification deposits there was evidence for the re-occupation of the 

hillfort. The main wall dividing the two areas of the hillfort appeared to be 

re-built, within this was an occupation deposit and a slight wall. 
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PROPOSED FUTURE WORK:  Programme of post-excavation analyses 

CAPTION(S) FOR 

ILLUSTRATIONS: 

 

SPONSOR OR FUNDING 

BODY:  

Forestry Commission Scotland 

ADDRESS OF MAIN 

CONTRIBUTOR:  

AOC Archaeology Group, Edgefield Road Industrial Estate, Loanhead, 

Midlothian, EH20 9SY 

EMAIL ADDRESS: admin@aocarchaeology.com 

ARCHIVE LOCATION Archive to be deposited in NMRS 
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