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Editorial Comments 

This issue of Barrow includes a range of articles by students and guest 

contributors from across Scotland and beyond, relating to the theme of 

‘Stories in Archaeology’. Our theme for this issue was inspired by #PATC3 - 

the Public Archaeology Twitter Conference - organised by Lorna-Jane 

Richardson, through which a vast array of interesting Archaeological and 

Heritage related stories were told. This issue, inspired by #PATC3, aims to 

tell stories from across archaeology and heritage.  

In this issue it is our pleasure to introduce articles from Students and Guest 

writers on subjects ranging from across the archaeology and heritage 

sectors. This issue also includes reports on the #SSASC2019 conference. 

Through this issue we aim to showcase the wide variety of positive stories 

which can be told from across the field, and to provide a platform for 

students and guest writers to tell their archaeological stories - without 

mediation, misinterpretation or sensationalism - to a wider audience. 

 

The theme of our next issue will be announced in the new semester, if you 

are interested in getting involved get in touch with the editors by the usual 

means. 

We hope you have a good Summer. 

 

The Editorial Committee 

scottishstudentarchaeology@gmail.com 
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Crafting the Past  

By Dr Jeff Sanders 

Dig It! Project Manager. Society of Antiquaries of Scotland  

Telling stories is at the heart of both 

archaeology and computer games. 

The audience’s ability to drive and 

interpret the narrative in a game, is 

paralleled by their direct involvement 

in uncovering stories through 

archaeology. The growing world of 

ArchaeoGaming (the archaeology in/

of video games), has brought together 

these two disciplines and shown that 

there is a market for bespoke video 

games which engage with, and 

celebrate, the past. Games like 

Ancestors: Stories of Atapuerca, a 

free app inspired by the World 

Heritage Site in Spain which contains 

traces of some of the earliest human 

beings in Europe, have been 

specifically designed to encourage 

curiosity and understanding of the 

past. 

 

A major challenge however is both 

developing a game that is fun and 

getting people to play it. One way to 

address this is  

to adapt off-the-shelf games which 

have existing communities of users. 

Dig It!, in partnership with games-

based learning company Immersive 

Minds, utilised one of the most 

popular video games of all time – 

Minecraft, to develop a project to do 

just that. 

 

We recently launched the Crafting 

the Past project website at the 

Edinburgh International Science 

Festival, with nine maps packed 

with stories and games that can be 

downloaded free to Minecraft. Each 

Crafting the Past map features a 

 

genuine Scottish historical site 

which has been meticulously 

recreated in the game, these 

include an entire abandoned island, 

a buried Pictish hillfort, reimagined 

museums, and a mansion which 

can be burned down and then 

restored to former glory once again! 

 

Testing sessions with volunteers 

have shown that players begin to 

think like real archaeologists while 

exploring the game. Kitted out in hi-

vis, they discussed what they were 

finding, and whether it was safe to 

dig deep trenches. The volunteers 

looked up how to excavate, started 

to dig in layers, uncovered a site 

and researched it, and ended up 

discussing whether the Romans 

ever made it to Scotland.  
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T h e  p l ay e r s  e n g a g e d  w i t h 

archaeological techniques, Scottish 

history, and even health and safety on 

their own terms, unprompted, all 

whilst having fun. 

 

The Immersive Minds team recreated 

original sites as closely as possible in 

the nine maps. The topographical and 

site reconstructions in Crafting the 

Past maps are extremely accurate, 

and often 1:1 scale. But the most 

important aspect of the game in 

capturing players’ imaginations is the 

narrative found within the map, either 

through an in-built game or from 

information embedded within the 

map itself (one of the joys of 

Minecraft is that you can add 

information, using the map as an 

index to a wider story). 

The resource was researched in part 

by Jennifer Louise Allison from the 

University of Aberdeen, who worked 

on the project as part of an AHRC-

funded internship. 

 

Dig It! aims to ensure that everyone 

can enjoy and engage with 

archaeology. We’ve found that the 

best way of getting people to see 

archaeology as “for them” is to find a 

hook within their own interests and 

meet them half way. Minecraft has 

been one of our most successful 

hooks, but there are many more, 

both within the world of gaming and 

beyond. 

Thanks to Edinburgh International Science Festival and Baillie Gifford for supporting the launch of Crafting the Past and Historic 

Environment Scotland for supporting the Dig It! project. For further online reading, The Interactive Past has some great international 

examples, including both bespoke games and pre-existing examples which have been repurposed. 

For Scotland’s Year of History, 

Heritage and Archaeology in 2017 we 

recreated the entire island of Hirta 

(part of the St Kilda Islands). The map 

has a series of waypoints which  

allow the player to access different 

parts of St Kilda’s heritage, ranging 

from the prehistoric past to the 

modern day (the Gaelic choir at one 

checkpoint is my favourite part of the 

entire build).  

 

In addition, a learning resource for 

teachers based on the St Kilda map is 

on its way (check the website for 

details).  
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A dash into archaeological game design: potentials 

and pitfalls of telling a story of early 

archaeological adventuring  

Agnes Kener Student, University of Glasgow 

I wrote my undergraduate dissertation on the 

use of video games for communicating 

archaeology. My aim was to find design and 

storytelling principles that enable us to 

address problematic aspects of archaeology 

as depicted in commercial video games. To 

do this I wanted to find a real-world story to 

try and adapt into a video game. I ended up 

basing my project on Sir Aurel Stein, a 

Hungarian-British archaeologist who led 

three grand, highly successful expeditions 

into Chinese Central Asia in the early 1900s 

(and a fourth in the late 1930, which ended 

in public humiliation). In my imagined game, 

the player would lead an expedition into 

China’s Xinjiang and Gansu provinces 

departing from British India, encountering 

the people and archaeology of the region. I 

chose this story to “adapt” into a game for 

several reasons: first, it provides a real 

historical setting that has the potential of 

making people interested in finding out more 

about the events represented, similarly to  

what the Assassin’s Creed franchise achieves. 

Second, its narrative aligns clearly with 

overused tropes such as the Indiana Jones 

archetype - Stein himself has indeed been 

called ‘the real-life Indiana Jones’ (Jacobs 

2010), and therefore his character gives an 

opportunity to subtly subvert these tropes. 

Admittedly, as I am Hungarian myself, I also 

felt responsible for Stein’s legacy, especially 

that to my knowledge there is not much 

critical engagement with his work from the 

Hungarian public. The issues to address in this 

story are of course tied to British imperialism: 

Stein’s activities took place in the context of 

the Great Game, the western struggle for 

influence in Central Asia, and his methods, 

however exact and scientific, left much to be 

desired from an ethical standpoint. In order to 

convey the ethical and legal ambiguity 

surrounding Stein’s career in a game and to 

implicitly explicate the problems associated 

with stereotypical video game archaeologists 

like Lara Croft and Indiana Jones, the player  
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has to feel responsible for the protagonist’s 

actions. To achieve this, some mechanic for 

player choice should certainly be 

implemented – the game should force the 

player to really think about the consequences 

of their actions, both in what they mean for 

the cultures whose past they are excavating 

and effectively taking away, as well as what 

the “professional” consequences of not 

getting the desired results would mean for 

their in-game expedition. Choice however 

brings complications.  

 

If a game is explicitly based on a historical 

figure, by allowing the player to bring alternate 

decisions are we lying to the public? By 

allowing to play in a more ethical way than 

Stein’s real actions, are we whitewashing the 

history of his expeditions? On the flipside, the 

game cannot simply retell the story without 

allowing for critical engagement that 

manifests in player actions, because that 

would undermine the objective of the game 

and run the risk of appearing to glorify 

colonialist adventuring. This story is hard to 

adapt well, as regardless of our intentions, we 

can never be sure what the audience takes 

away from it. I think that discussing the 

problematic methods of early archaeological 

practice is important and relevant for the 

present, as for instance a large part Stein’s 

immense, several thousand object collection 

(including the world’s oldest known printed 

book) remains in the British Museum to this 

day. On the other hand, we have to clearly 

distinguish this from modern and more 

importantly, ideal practice. As Van Dyke and 

Bernbeck point out (2015), by exposing these 

dubious origins, we inevitably weaken the 

scientific authority of archaeologists in the 

present. 

  

Works cited: 

Jacobs, J. 2010. Confronting Indiana Jones: Chinese 
Nationalism, Historical Imperialism, and the 
Criminalization of Aurel Stein and the Raiders of 
Dunhuang, 1899-1944. In: Cochran, S. P., Paul G. (ed.) 
China on the Margins. Ithaca: East Asia Program: 
Cornell University. 

Van Dyke, R. M. & Bernbeck, R. 2015. Subjects and 

narratives in archaeology, Boulder, University Press 

of Colorado. 

While I feel that with careful writing - which, if 

the project were ever to become a real game, 

would need to be done by a multicultural team 

-, this story is worth telling. I have my doubts as 

to whether the core idea of presenting Stein as 

the protagonist is really the best way to handle 

it. This is of course a game about archaeology 

and what it means to be an archaeologist, so 

the choice is logical. But we could perhaps 

invent a fictional character to put into the 

historical circumstances of Central Asian 

archaeological exploration, either one who 

would be based on Stein and his 

contemporaries, 

such as Sven Hedin and Paul Pelliot, or even 

someone completely customizable by the 

player to exist in relation to these historical 

figures. This latter option would also enable us 

to present a female protagonist, even 

someone who is Chinese, which is certainly an 

angle well worth considering. 

With the recent release of Heaven’s Vault by 

inkle studios, it is increasingly clear that there 

is a market for truly archaeological video 

games. As archaeologists and students we 

should also think about how we would like to 

present our discipline and what sorts of stories 

we are trying to tell. 
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The Shackleton Whisky - Pure liquid history  

By Richard Paterson  

One morning back in 2007 my 

office phone burst into action. 

-Hello! Is that Richard Paterson, the 

Master Blender for The Mackinlay's 

Blended Scotch whisky? An 

inquisitive deep resonant voice 

asked at the other end of the 

phone. 

-Yes, that is correct. Can I help you.? 

-Well, we have found some of your 

Whisky buried under Sir Ernest 

Shackleton’s  hut down in 

Antarctica- we think it has been 

under the ice for over 100 years ! 

And so began, one whisky 

adventure I would never forget. 

 

Sir Ernest Shackleton has always 

been of one of my greatest heroes 

so naturally when I was told about 

this find, it immediately had my full 

attention. After some detailed 

research I quickly learnt Ernest 

Shackleton and a team of 15 

dedicated researchers and 

explorers had set off from Littleton 

in New Zealand to conquer the 

South Pole in 1907. Amongst the 

many supplies which the team took   

Whisky. However it would take 

them almost four years before the 

grip of the ice would finally release 

its hidden golden treasure. After 

months of bureaucratic wrangling 

with the various governmental 

bodies and the slow defrost of the 

whisky case itself, only then was I 

able to finally fly to Christchurch, 

New Zealand along with a film crew 

to collect three of these priceless 

bottles of whisky. Thanks to our 

owner at that time Dr Vijay Mallya 

of United Spirits India who very 

kindly laid on his own private jet to 

allow us to safely return these 

bottles back to the land of their 

birth - Scotland.  

 

However there was one major 

stipulation set by the New Zealand 

Antarctica Trust - on no account 

was the original packaging of the 

three bottles to be damaged in 

anyway. Rather a tall order we 

thought but it was something we 

simply had to comply with if we 

wanted to test the Whisky. After a 

long tedious journey of some 48 

hours with the  bottles safely  

to support them on this epic 

journey was a consignment of 

alcohol which included 12 cases of 

Brandy, 6 cases of Port and 25 

cases of our Mackinlay's Blended 

Scotch Whisky. 

 

Although his expedition ultimately 

ended in failure, Shackleton and 

his other three colleagues 

nevertheless had made history by 

reaching within 97 miles of the 

South Pole on Saturday 9th January 

1909. More importantly Shackleton 

was able to lead his party back 

tosafety and then finally back to 

England where he received a 

rapturous hero’s welcome and a 

well-deserved knighthood. In their 

hurry to escape this unforgiving 

landscape many things had to be 

left behind, including our precious 

Whisky.  

 

Many years would pass before 

during a routine maintenance 

visitby The New Zealand Antarctica 

Trust of Shackleton’s hut in 

McMurdo Sound they discovered 

under the hut a consignment of our  

It is now our pleasure to 

introduce this article by 

Richard Paterson, Master 

Blender for Mackinlay’s 

Blended Scotch Whisky. 

Recently the Shackleton 

whisky was released and has 

appeared in bars and pubs. 

With a stunning cartographic 

label I’m sure you’ve seen it. 

This whisky is based of the 

discovery of a series of crates 

from Sir Ernest Shackleton’s 

earlier Antarctic Expedition.  
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sealed in two temperature 

controlled ice boxes, securely 

handcuffed to me for the tightest of 

security, we finally reached Whyte 

& Mackay’s  laboratory  at 

Invergordon.  

 

Under the efficient direction of our 

chief chemist Dr James Pryde and 

his team, with the use of a sterile 

syringe in order not to damage the 

delicate packaging, he slowly and 

meticulously punctured through the 

lead capsule and cork into the 

Whisky. It was an extremely 

delicate process but our patience 

was rewarded when the Whisky 

began to trickle into my whisky 

nosing glass. 

 

It was a momentous occasion - 

here was a Whisky that had 

travelled thousands of miles which 

had accompanied the great man  

 

But also a great relief especially 

when so many dedicated people 

had been involved in this exciting 

project. 

 

In order for me to replicate this 

historic Whisky which confirmed a 

number of critical points, for 

example the strength of the Whisky 

was 47.3%V which six weeks of 

intense analysis then followed  

explains why it had not frozen 

under the ice. Instead of being a 

Blended Whisky as we had 

originally thought, the analysis 

clearly showed it was a single malt 

sourced from the Glen Mhor 

Distillery which had opened in 

1892 but sadly the Distillery had 

closed in 1983 and the barley for 

the distillation showed that it 

originated from Orkney. It also 

confirmed that when it came to 

d i s t i l l a t io n  p rac t i c es ,  ou r 

forefathers knew exactly what they 

were doing. 

As the analysis continued I began 

the arduous task of trying to 

replicate the style of this single 

malt, a process that would take 

many weeks to complete along 

with the tasting of hundreds of 

different casks. It was indeed a 

labour of love but on its completion 

I was immensely proud we had not 

only preserved the style of that 

historic whisky from the 19th 

Century but also we had brought a 

greater awareness of a great 

explorer, Sir Ernest Shackleton, 

whose name proudly lives on 

today......and this unique and 

historic project will always live on in 

my memory too as one of the 

highlights of my 50 years in the 

Scotch Whisky industry. 

 

himself Ernest Shackleton to the 

bottom of the world where it had 

remained under the ice for over 

100 years. Now the moment of 

truth had arrived - at precisely 

3.47pm on Tuesday 18th January 

2011 the whisky was about to 

unlock its many hidden secrets. 

With the cameras rolling and my 

heart racing I began to slowly look 

at the Whisky for the first time.  

Thankfully it was crystal clear and 

bright with shimmering facets of 

amber gold. It was a positive start! 

 

Then I slowly swirled the delicate 

spirit around in the glass and nosed 

it .....immediately a delicate 

bouquet of crushed pear, grape 

pulp, cinnamon spice and lemon 

zest with soft whispers of peat 

smoke and sea spray made its 

presence felt. But was it drinkable 

after all those years under the ice? 

To date nothing that had been 

brought back from either Scott’s or 

Shackleton’s expeditions had 

survived these harsh temperatures. 

The question we all wanted to 

know, had this perished too? 

 

I took a generous mouth full and 

held it long in the mouth ...... the 

impact was initially firm and 

positive with a generous burst of 

complex flavours of a light Speyside 

malt, toffee apple, Madagascan 

vanilla pod and ginger graciously 

coated my palate. Then as I held it 

longer in my mouth another wave 

of excitement slowly emerged, only 

this time the initial notes of peaty 

phenolic were making their 

presence felt in an elegant well 

structured rewarding manner. A 

finale of Cape gooseberry, lemon 

drizzle cake and honey provided the 

perfect aftertaste. It was a triumph! 
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SSASC2019 Rachel Moss. Student, University of Edinburgh 

The audience voted for their favourite in an 

anonymous ballot and Orsolya won a prize 

kindly donated by Antiquity. Whilst there 

were sore feet (and heads) after Saturday 

night’s events, the turnout for day two was 

just as good. We heard all about the work 

our keynote speaker Cara Jones is doing to 

diversify the workforce, before having a very 

thought-provoking Q&A panel discussion on 

diversity, or lack of, in Scottish archaeology. 

Many topics came up including gender, 

disability and social standing, and we heard 

from a collection of professionals working in 

Scottish archaeology about how they are 

tackling issues derived from these matters, 

with the aim of making archaeology as 

accessible as possible. 

 

Finally, I would like to thank everybody who 

helped make the weekend happen. Without 

our speakers, stalls, panel members, 

sponsors, and the rest of the Edinburgh 

Archaeology Society committee, it would not 

have been possible. I hope this fantastic 

event keeps growing, and I look forward to 

attending next year! 
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Photo courtesy of  @EdinburghArchSoc Twitter 

Thanks to everyone who came to the 

conference this year, it was great to meet so 

many people and see those who attended 

SSASC18! It was a highly enjoyable weekend 

and a great opportunity for students of 

archaeology to come together. After the 

success of Glasgow Archsoc last year, we 

knew we had big shoes to fill so needed to 

devise a plan. We split into two teams to 

tackle the weekend’s organisation; half of us 

sorted out the daytime events and half 

planned the ceilidh. This was a great way to 

make sure no one took on too much work, as 

it was a considerable task alongside our 

degree studies. 

 

We had a great turnout with speakers on day 

one from Edinburgh, Glasgow, Aberdeen and 

even had someone travel down from Orkney! 

In keeping with the weekend’s theme of 

‘Scotland’s Diverse Past’, we had a wide 

range of topics including cycles of day and 

night in Scottish Medieval castles, Scottish 

burial practices, Scottish quernstones, and a 

study of deep time and the city. The winning 

talk, however, was given by PhD student 

Orsolya Czére on reconstructing dietscapes 

in Medieval Aberdeen using stable isotope 

analysis.   
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On the 26th and 27th of January 2019, the 

Scottish Student Archaeology Society 

Conference took place, this year hosted by 

the Edinburgh University Archaeology 

Society.  It was fantastic to see this event 

take place again - I very much enjoyed the 

2018 event in Glasgow and was blown away 

by the quality of the event. This year it looked 

at ‘Scotland’s Diverse Past’ and the 

conference followed a slightly different 

format of students presenting their research 

on Day 1, with Day 2 consisting of a keynote 

talk, followed by a panel discussion. I was 

honoured to be approached to deliver the 

keynote on Day 2 and to discuss my work 

focused on increasing equality and diversity 

with both our heritage audiences and our 

profession.  

 

My presentation included a summary of key 

projects Archaeology Scotland has developed 

and delivered since 2011 which seek 

to  develop new heritage audiences. I also 

discussed several new initiatives I am co-

ordinating on behalf of CIfA, which seek to 

develop new entry routes into the profession 

and new ways of training our archaeologists. 

I concluded my talk with my own personal 

experiences of equality and diversity 

experienced through my work and  

13 

SSASC 
2019:  
Di ver s i t y  
Panel  
Di s c us s i on 
By  Car a  J ones  
 

highlighted how beneficial it has been to be 

mentored throughout my career.  I have been 

extremely fortunate with my personal 

experiences but, as identified by the BAJR 

led RESPECT Campaign, there is still much 

work to be done to ensure that everyone has 

the same positive experiences.  

 

The panel discussion that followed was wide 

ranging and at times worrying. Pre-proposed 

questions put to the panel. The panel 

included myself, Alison Sheridan (National 

Museum of Scotland), Rachel Opitz (Glasgow 

University), Andy Heald (AOC Archaeology), 

David Connelly (BAJR), Rachel McMullan 

(Headland Archaeology), Jennifer Thoms 

(Archaeology Scotland) and Christine Rennie 

(Guard Archaeology). 

 

We spent a lot of time talking about the type 

of training and experience graduates are 

developing at university which are 

sometimes at odds with what is required to 

work within the commercial sector.  A main 

talking point was the concern expressed by 

the audience about the increasingly 

exclusive nature of field schools. Audience 

members recognised that they need field 

experience to gain employment upon 

graduation but the increasing costs of 

attending field schools is becoming 

prohibitive. The frustration with this issue 

was keenly expressed by audience members.  

 

Another question asked about the gender 

imbalance at more senior levels in the 

heritage sector. Market research 

conducted  by Landward Research Ltd show 

that there is a substantial drop off of women 

in senior archaeology roles, past the age of 

30 (https://landward.eu/publications/). It 

was therefore brilliant to hear of the good 

example at AOC Archaeology, where circa 

70% of senior management are women. 

Times are changing but slowly in my 

experience.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dFvflleX0do&feature=youtu.be
https://landward.eu/publications/
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The challenges of being a parent and an 

archaeologist were also discussed and in 

particular the challenge of conducting 

fieldwork. We heard of a great example 

where a field school provided childcare and 

flexible working hours for the excavation 

team, to enable those with young families to 

continue attending the research project.  

The discussion also included disability within 

the profession and specifically the reality 

facing someone with a physical disability on 

fieldwork. The fantastic work of Theresa 

O’Mahony (founder of the  Enabled 

Archaeology Foundation — https://

enabledarchaeologyfoundation.org/) shows 

that adaptions can be made for anyone to 

come out on site - we as a profession just 

need to get better at enabling these 

adaptions and opportunities.  

Since the conference took place there are 

several of us on the panel who have met up 

to discuss the main talking points. These 

include improving links between industry and 

university departments to potentially enable 

student placements within the commercial 

sector, finding case studies where ‘archaeo-

parents’ are supported in work or out in the 

field, talking to university career advisors so 

that students are fully aware of the diverse 

nature of a career in archaeology (it’s not 

just digging!) and setting up a mentoring 

network so that everyone has access to 

career support and guidance.  

 

The weekend was thought provoking and for 

us (those who have a career in archaeology) 

it posed several challenges that we as a 

profession must meet if we are to ensure 

that those studying archaeology follow 

through with a career in archaeology. I 

particularly value this event as it enables me 

to meet our future archaeologists and listen 

directly to their thoughts and career 

concerns. I hope that event is repeated in 

2020 and that the organisers know we are 

here to help.  

https://enabledarchaeologyfoundation.org/
https://enabledarchaeologyfoundation.org/
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F e a t u r e d  

F i n d s  

Despite it being one of the most 

common questions we get asked 

(other than the one about 

dinosaurs), archaeologists rarely 

come across gold. For GUARD 

Archaeology, the exception to this 

was an excavation we undertook in 

Carnoustie for Angus Council. 

We had already found a cluster of 

post-holes and pits – the remains 

of a prehistoric settlement – and 

were monitoring the stripping of 

topsoil to establish the full extent of 

archaeological features. As the 

machine excavator’s blade pulled 

away, the glint of a gold decorated 

bronze spearhead was spotted lying 

just below the topsoil. 

As is usual with major discoveries, 

this was found on a Friday 

afternoon. It was obvious that there 

was not enough time to excavate it 

that day. And there was no way it 

was being left in the ground over 

the weekend! 

So, we decided to remove the 

entire pit in which it was buried and 

bring this back to our Finds Lab 

where it could be excavated in 

laboratory conditions with a 

specialist conservator on hand. 

Thesubsequent excavation of the 

soil block  

T h e  

C a r n o u s t i e  

H o a r d  

D r  R o n a n  To o l i s  

C o m me r c i a l  D i r e c t o r ,  G U A RD  

and sub-circular structures. The 

closest of these is a roundhouse 

that has yielded calibrated 

radiocarbon dates of 1118-931 BC 

and 1082-905 BC, which are very 

close if not pretty much identical to 

the radiocarbon date from the 

wooden scabbard. This confirms 

that the hoard was buried within a 

pit that lay within a contemporary 

Late Bronze Age settlement. 

But did this settlement just 

comprise of one roundhouse or 

were the other structures 

contemporary with this? Well, three 

of the other structures yielded 

calibrated radiocarbon dates 

ranging between 1207 BC and 818 

BC suggesting that the hoard was 

buried within a large settlement 

that had developed over the course 

of the last couple of centuries of 

the second millennium BC and on 

into the first couple of centuries of 

the first millennium BC. 

There is a lot more to this site 

besides. Not least the Neolithic hall 

that was almost as old to this 

Bronze Age community as their 

hoard is to us. The publication will 

be coming out later this year in 

www.archaeologyreportsonline.com 

but in the meantime check out our 

b l o g  -   h t t p : / / g u a r d -

a r c h a e o l o g y . c o . u k /

carnoustieHoard/ - to find out what 

else we found. 

revealed that the spearhead was 

accompanied by a bronze sword, 

pin and scabbard fittings. Only a 

handful of such gold ornamented 

bronze spearheads are known in 

Britain and Ireland, among them a 

weapon hoard found not too far 

away in Dundee. All have a similar 

though not identical style of gold 

decoration. While the composition 

of the Carnoustie leaded bronze 

adheres to most other Bronze Age 

metalwork in Scotland, lead isotope 

analysis revealed that the lead 

probably originated in a central 

English ore field, while the high 

purity gold probably originated from 

an English ore field. But what 

makes the Carnoustie spearhead 

and sword so unusual is the organic 

remains - a wooden scabbard that 

encased the sword blade, 

sheepskin fragments wrapped 

around the spearhead, and woven 

woollen textile fragments around 

the pin and scabbard. 

Organic evidence like wooden 

scabbards rarely survive on dryland 

sites. But this enabled the Ewart 

Park type sword (and therefore the 

rest of the hoard) to be radiocarbon 

dated to 1118-924 cal BC. This 

leads on to what makes the 

Carnoustie hoard particularly 

special context. Our excavation 

revealed that the pit containing the 

hoard lay within a cluster of circular  
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Mater ia l  cul ture :   

Frankie Enticknap 

Student, University of Glasgow 

The discipline of Archaeology and the act of 

storytelling are frequently dichotomised. 

Archaeology is often synonymised - usually in the 

public imagination - with objective fact, empirical 

data, and discerning an inherent ‘truth’ of history, 

by scrutinising tangible remains from living pasts. 

Whilst storytelling - recognised by UNESCO as a 

facet of intangible cultural heritage - has a 

familial, personal, creative essence - it is often 

distinguished from so-called objective ‘truths’. Yet, 

to phrase it in the cheesiest of terms, archaeology 

is, by its nature, a form of storytelling. The only 

difference is it is interpreted by many as objective, 

not narratological. Like any good storyteller the 

archaeologist will draw on her material, will 

interpret it based on the guidance of her 

perception, and will arrange it to fit her purpose: 

perhaps to better understand a particular person, 

artefact, or place. In writing an undergraduate 

dissertation, for example, we might consciously 

search for information - scientific and technical 

data, scholarly opinion, personal experience, and 

so on - evaluate and test it, and then arrange it in 

order to transmit our narrative clearly and 

effectively. We might perceive our research as 

objective ‘truth’ - honest interpretation of data 

leading us to an empirical conclusion - but really 

we are telling a story shaped by our subjective, 

ideological, and ontological perspectives. 

 

Museums, such as the British Museum, are 

environments where such stories - often attached to 

particular material, by world leading heritage 

experts - are transmitted to the general public. For 

example, the British Museum - according to Hartwig 

Fischer - is designed to be a place where the stories 

of cultures from across time and geographical 

space collide and unify, and are transmitted to the 

global visitor. Thus, each material artefact within 

such spaces are regarded as transmitting a unique 

story; as if they are each a vessel for those 

narratives of peoples and places, spanning 

centuries and national borders. Tangible artefacts, 

therefore, can often be seen as the material 

embodiments of stories. In this instance, they're not 

so much the storytellers, but rather vehicles of 

those stories to be read: the story-transmitters, of 

sorts… 

Is regarding such material culture as vehicles of 

stories, the ‘right’ way to conceptualise our 

archaeological material? Of course the notion of 

‘right’ is a subjective normative term, and therefore 

the response of this article cannot be regarded as 

anything more than one opinion;  however, perhaps 

regarding material culture as the inanimate 

vehicles of stories limits the agency of such 

material, and its relationship with the powerful 

notion of storytelling. As Hodder asserts, such an 

approach defines our material artefacts as mere 

epiphenomena - vehicles or vessels - of the real and 

substantial. Yet - as I am sure we all agree - our  
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Mater ia l  cul ture :   

archaeological material is very ‘real’, with value 

beyond that of a vessel of a pre-existing story. If 

we look at the material artefacts within the British 

Museum - the Parthenon Marbles, the Gweagal 

Shield, and Hoa Hakananai'a, to name but a few - 

they not only reflect narratives, but are 

instrumental agents within their source and 

s u b sequ ent  co mm uni t i es :  c r eat i ve l y 

communicating stories, in different ways to 

different people; actively participating in living 

narratives, by manipulating and subverting events 

in as much as they reflect those lived moments. 

Perhaps then, material culture is not a collection 

of vessels of innate stories, extracted by the 

neutral archaeologist; but rather, a collection of 

unique social agents, sometimes interpreted and 

manipulated by the archaeologist-storyteller, 

through which to consider the past, present and 

future relationships between humankind and such 

material. 

What is more - to touch upon a subject that 

requires greater sensitivity and space, in order to 

begin to do justice to its importance - such 

storytelling is a subjective process. The very notion 

of producing a material output - whether 

consciously or accidentally, for utilitarian purposes 

or artistic, or to convey an overt or a covert story - 

is to release a signifier of an individual, 

community, place, event, or ‘thing’ into the world, 

to be variously ignored or interpreted at will. Thus, 

interpretation  

and transmission of such material - namely, 

storytelling - is, by its nature, shaped by the 

ideological, ontological, and metaphysical position 

of the interpreter. As a result, spaces where such 

stories are being transmitted - such as museums - 

can easily be sites of toxic power imbalance. 

Some voices can be marginalised in favour of 

those in positions of superior power; shaped by 

who is conducting the research, compiling the 

information, and communicating the narrative. 

Resulting from this, particular stories can be 

championed as objective, over competing 

narratives - often posited as ‘alternative’ - when, in 

reality, neither can be truly regarded as objective… 

Simply put, any given artefact may have 

competing claims to the story with which it is 

associated, but nevertheless certain voices will 

always have a more convincing claim to Western 

heritage experts. 

To conclude then, it seems too simplistic to simply 

regard material artefacts as the vessels of existing 

stories of world cultures, because there are always 

competing claims to any given material’s identity; 

and there seems to always be a power dynamic at 

play when establishing which storyteller is given 

most weight, in the minds of Western experts. If 

we recognise all of us - as archaeologists - as 

storytellers, rather than harbingers of empirical 

‘truth’, then we make the important first step 

towards self-reflection upon our own - so often 

destructive - biases. 

vessels  for  our  

stor ies?  
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An Interview With Simon Gilmour 

 To further expand in this issue of ‘Stories 

in Archaeology’, we interviewed Simon 

Gilmour, director of the Society of 

Antiquaries of Scotland. In this interview, 

I ask Simon questions relating to his role 

in the society and his thoughts on the 

development of the college entry course 

in Archaeology. I also asked him where 

he sees archaeology heading in the near 

future and for some sound advice for 

current students in Archaeology. 

 

How did you get into Archaeology? 

When I was very young, my gran used to 

take me round stone circles in the North 

East Scotland. It was good fun, as a kid I 

quite enjoyed it actually. I think that 

probably had an impact but I never 

planned to do archaeology per say at all. 

I simply came down to Edinburgh with a 

friend of mine who was planning to go to 

university. He went off to a careers fair 

and I just wandered around. All the 

subjects  would  be ar ranged 

alphabetically, and one of the first  

subjects was Arabic. I went up to the 

Arabic stall, and there was nobody. The 

next stall along was Archaeology. I just 

started talking to them and they had a 

video of the very first Indiana Jones 

playing on a VHS tape and I was like 

“Yeah okay, this sounds cool. I could do 

this.” 

 

What do you do in your current role in 

Archaeology? And how did you get to it? 

After I got my PhD I worked in the, then, 

new commission as the aerial survey 

officer. I got an offer from my father to 

come work for him in the building 

industry, he was a developer. I was 

building houses, one of which actually 

got an award in Glasgow. But this role 

came up and it’s one of those jobs that 

doesn’t change hands often, it’s one of 

those ‘dead-man’s shoes’ type posts. And 

I find myself in that same situation now. 

I basically manage a small organisation. 

You’re managing a small but highly  

valued team of staff. That’s one of the 

main roles. The other role is to try and 

provide some sort of leadership in the 

sector to be able to stand up, because 

one of the key unique selling points of 

the society is our independence. 

Advocacy and management, those are 

the two main things I do. 

 

You have been involved in the proposed 

college entry to Archaeology, could you 

tell us more about this, and what do you 

think this might do for the industry? 

I want it to happen in a huge way. My 

colleagues in the commercial sector have 

always been saying they need people to 

be coming to them with certain skills and 

that the current means of getting those 

skills through university, isn’t providing 

the right skills. If archaeology is anything 

it’s telling the story of Scotland’s passed 

in its entirety.  
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If we are discouraging a large portion of 

our population not to come through and 

do archaeology and tell the story of their 

past, their communities, their areas, then 

we are missing out on the vast majority 

of knowledge about those pasts. 

Everyone should be encouraged to do 

archaeology. One way of doing that, I 

saw, was through college courses, 

vocational college courses, to teach the 

actual in the field and laboratory skills 

that people need to undertake the 

physical process of excavation which is 

part of the archaeological analysis. 

Colleges can provide short courses to 

train up even senior managers in 

commercial archaeology, in project 

management or in very specific areas of 

finance management. You have a much 

more open system where you can go 

through college and then go through 

university if you wish and hopefully, I am 

hoping, that eventually you will have joint 

courses where you start off at college 

and go to university halfway through or 

vice versa. We’re also looking to try and 

start up apprenticeships as well. I hope 

these different ways to get into the 

sector. And I think that is only a good 

thing, I cannot see any downside to that. 

 

Where do you think Archaeology is 

heading nowadays? 

For me you can either look at it as glass 

half full or glass half empty. There are 

huge threats to archaeology in general, 

mainly public funding and the major 

threat to the future of  

Commercial archaeology through the 

weakening of the regulation that 

underpins the work they do in the 

development process and the planning 

process. If we lose those regulations, 

then commercial archaeology as we 

know it now will cease to exist. 

On the flip side, if you are looking at 

glass half full there are huge 

opportunities to completely revolutionise 

and change the way we do archaeology. I 

think there are opportunities through the 

college courses and through internships, 

for our archaeological research that we 

pump out there and to reflect a genuine  

 

past for Scotland. The other aspect I 

found, which I find genuinely uplifting, is 

the quality of the younger generation 

coming into the sector and doing work, 

they are absolutely astounding I mean 

genuinely I couldn’t do the things these 

people do at the same age. I just 

wouldn’t have had the ability, I wouldn’t 

have had the knowledge, I wouldn’t have 

had the confidence. 

 

What advice would you give to students 

today? 

Just simply enjoy yourself, take your time 

and enjoy it. Make sure you take all the 

advantages you are given as a student in 

terms of trying stuff out, getting involved 

in anything you can get involved in. 

The other aspect is, of course, get as 

much actual fieldwork experience under 

your fingernails as you possibly can. But 

also ‘fieldwork’, I use that term in a much 

wider sense than something like 

excavating or being on a site, it can 

include laboratory work and any other 

practical application of what we do. 
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Stories amongst 

the stones… 
 

Alison Douglas and Dr Kenny Brophy, 

University of Glasgow  

 

The Cochno Stone, West Dunbartonshire, is one of the 

most densely carved prehistoric rock-art sites in Britain. It 

was buried in 1965 by heritage authorities to protect it 

from graffitists and visitors, with the stone’s surface 

covered in dozens of forenames, surnames and initials, 

carved alongside scores of 5000-year-old cupmarks and 

elaborate cup-and-ring motifs. 

My own part of the Cochno Stone story started just as I 

was entering my third year at Glasgow University.  I 

remember Kenny Brophy informing me of an upcoming 

project regarding a Neolithic rock-art panel in Clydebank. 

I was intrigued from the offset by this rock-art panel 

buried for its own protection with almost no existing 

official records of the site or its burial. 

The project involved the uncovering and excavation of the 

Cochno Stone in two seasons of work in 2015 and 2016. 

As well as providing a wealth of archaeological 

information, this kick-started a community archaeology 

project that continues to develop to this day.  

Uncovering the Cochno Stone appears to have unlocked 

the memories of people who grew up in Faifley and 

Clydebank, stories about what was known locally as the 

Druids Stone. I have been lucky enough to speak to many 

people who remembered the Stone pre-1965 and so 

despite our digital recording and archaeological work 

with the rock-art what sticks with me are stories told to 

me by locals, and the material culture we found during 

the excavation that related to those stories: the marbles, 

a British Red Cross badge, some lost old coins.  The 

Cochno Stone therefore not only provides evidence of 

people occupying this landscape from our prehistoric 

past but also modern interactions with this rock. This is 

nowhere more evident than in the twentieth century 

graffiti that covers the Stone’s surface. As I was 

preparing for my undergraduate dissertation - the subject 

of which was a study of the graffiti on the Stone – I 

reflected on the markings, prehistoric and historic, and 

realised that the stories, the material culture and the 

incised markings are ephemerals reminder of Faifley’s 

past, both ancient and recent. 

During our 2015 trial excavation, a lady visited and told 

me she used to play with marbles on the stone as a child. 

She would roll her marbles inside the cup-and-ring 

marks. I imagined this scenario, some marbles tumbling 

off the stone, only to be uncovered by archaeologists 

decades later. Maybe the marbles we found belonged  

 



19  

to her? A year later, as we uncovered the complete 

Cochno Stone, I found a British Red Cross badge and 

later discovered it would have belonged to a nurse during 

the Second World War. I instantly thought of picture I had 

seen around that time of a woman standing on the 

Cochno Stone on her wedding day and wondered how 

many star-gazed lovers had met around the rock-art and 

on Cochno stone, perhaps in search of good luck. 

Reflecting upon these stories, surviving as memories and 

material culture, it is impossible not to be saddened by 

the darker side of the Cochno Stone’s biography: its 

burial. Yet it is clear that this act did not bury memories 

or stop stories from being told.  

At the end of the day, these stories (good and bad) could 

not have taken place without the presence of the rock-art 

incised stones, and so this prehistoric monument forms 

an important part of the modern story of Faifley and 

Clydebank.  

Residents of Faifley who came to visit the Cochno Stone 

excavations and who have attended community events 

since have kindly shared memories from their youth 

about the special nature of this Stone, articulating that 

although they felt robbed of their chance to continue to 

enjoy the Cochno Stone due to its burial, it is now time for 

those memories to be shared once again. 

The rock-art of the Cochno Stone landscape (there are 

other smaller examples still visible today) continues to be 

a draw for local people and heritage enthusiasts today 

and the Cochno Stone survives in part through nostalgia. 

But new generations are engaging with the rock-art as 

well: I worked with children from the local primary school 

who visited the excavations in 2016 and some of them 

went on to help start-up an archaeology club at their 

local High School. I hope to meet up with them again 

when we go back to excavate other rock-art sites in 

Faifley during summer 2019.This makes me immensely 

proud as an archaeologist because the thing that 

motivates me in this discipline the most are the benefits 

it could bring to children and the amazing stories they 

may tell their own children in the future. This is because 

the stories people tell about their own heritage are as 

important as the more ancient stories we can tell as 

archaeologists.  

Photographs courtesy of  Alison Douglas and Dr Kenny Brophy.  

Illustration by Elizabeth Robertson. 

Follow @cochnostone for more information on upcoming events and 

activities including excavations over the summer.  
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P h o t o  C o m p e t i t i o n  
Every issue, we run a photography competition for readers to enter their photos of 

archaeology. Interested in entering your photographs? Send them, along with your name and a 

short description, to scottishstudentarchaeology@gmail.com for the chance to have them in 

the next issue.  

Winner  

Helen Spencer  @ ScARF  

Baile Sear, Benbecula 

Layers on the beach – showing 

natural coastal erosion which is 

revealing wheelhouse sites at Baile 

Sear. 
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R u n n e r s - u p  

Alexandra  

Parker-Banks 

Tholos, Delphi 

 

Kenny Stewart 

Yoros Kalesi, 

Bosphorus 
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My Experience in Archaeology  

By Fergus Reid 

For as long as I can remember, I’ve been 

interested in the past. For most of that, my 

interest has been in the conflicts of the last 

century, and my family’s involvement in them. 

What planted the seed, though, was archaeology. 

 

It all started with digging holes. I watched Time 

Team religiously, and then, at the end of each 

episode, I would promptly ruin my Dad’s trowels 

attempting to recreate what I’d seen. The promise 

of finding a Roman fort or a dead centurion, 

somehow unnoticed for centuries and 

coincidentally right under my garden, was a very 

real possibility for me. I was sure I’d make the 

local paper. At about the age of 5 or 6, my parents 

had to put flagstones down in our back garden to 

finally stop me from churning it up. 

 

What all this was really about was finding 

something out of the ordinary, away from the 

seemingly mundane, safe life of adults which 

surrounded me, and unearthing something that 

existed when the epic battles and adventures of a 

child’s imagination were possible. 

 

A few years passed since I’d hung up my Dad’s 

trowels, and my parents had found out about a 

Time Team dig which was going on – the only  

thing I remember about the location was that it 

was in England somewhere. We made the trip and 

found the site, which was either at or next to an old 

Abbey. The crew were excavating a huge, deep 

trench, and the whole area was bustling with 

people who had come to watch. My Dad, always 

confident in his ability to talk his way into anything, 

had tried asking a steward if I would be allowed to 

help. We were politely told no. Not one to be 

deterred, I decided I would start my own dig just 

around the corner next to the ruins of the Abbey, or 

part of it. After digging for about 5 minutes and 

getting down a few inches, I found a piece of glass. 

I was convinced I’d found something noteworthy, 

and my Dad, seeing another opportunity to try out 

his wits on an unsuspecting steward, took me to 

see the people at the information stall. 

 

“My son’s just found something over there by that 

Abbey. I wouldn’t have any idea what it is but he’s 

very interested in this stuff and he’s sure it’s old. 

You know, when I was a boy, I used to play on 

Antonine’s wall, and…” 

 

I’d learned to tune this stuff out. Dad could get you 

in anywhere, or with anyone, but it required a 

structured 20 minute life story, delivered with all 

the aplomb of a Shakespearean actor, and which 

at this point I knew by heart. 
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20 minutes passed. We were in. 

 

We followed the man in the high vis, who I now 

realise must have been a university student 

volunteering, and he led us down the side of the 

dig. He talked to someone, who talked to someone 

else. There was a wait as whoever was coming 

downed their tools and made their way up the 

walkway at the side of the trench. 

 

Then, in all his glory, Phil Harding appeared from 

beneath the edge of the trench, foregoing his usual 

wide-brimmed hat in favour of a hard-hat. He 

approached me and I silently offered him the piece 

of glass. 

 

“It’s old, but it’s not that old.” 

 

He stood for a few minutes chatting with my Dad 

and I, but I was, obviously, a bit downtrodden about 

the whole thing. 

 

We made our way back to the car and set off 

home. I was starting to get over the rejection of the 

highlight of my archaeological career when we 

noticed a sign at the head of a single-track road: 

“Archaeological Dig, volunteers welcome.” What 

were the chances? 

We frantically turned off and drove down the track 

for a few hundred meters. We parked the car 

where we could see some activity off in a field and 

walked over to approach the people there. 

 

I don’t remember much about the introductions, 

but the archaeologists working the site were far 

keener to let me loose than Time Team had been. 

They were excavating a bronze-age burial cairn, if 

memory serves, as well as a few structures. I was 

given a trowel and put to work excavating a post 

hole, which I was thrilled about. 

 

After a few hours and a tour of the site, we again 

got back in the car. I remember the whole 

experience being so satisfying for me. I had gone 

from digging holes in the back garden to meeting 

and working with real archaeologists. I had even 

met Phil from the telly and decided to forgive him 

for trashing my find. Ultimately, I decided to pursue 

a different field. But the memory of having gone to 

a real dig and getting the chance to try out my 

childhood dream always stuck with me. 
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T o p  o f  t h e  P o p s  

The 10 best road trip songs 

as chosen by Archaeologists  
Compiled by the editors from responses to a question posed on 

Twitter 

We asked 10 archaeologists for 

their favourite road trip songs? 

1. Mark Knight (Must Farm) - ‘L’estasi 

dell’oro’ by Ennio Morricone.  “a 

recent favourite, and one that truly 

befits the epic, wide-skied plains 

of Fenland...it certainly stirs the 

cockles, especially when timed to 

play just before arriving on site.” 

2. Joe Flatman (Historic England) - 

‘Melt’ by Leftfield. “Always makes 

me remember doing fieldwork… in the 

eastern Egyptian deserts, cruising 

through the heat to this!” 

3. Jim Leary (U of Reading) - ‘Don't 

Eat that Yellow Snow’ by Frank 

Zappa. “When I was a student many 

years ago the archaeologist who 

drove the site bus played Frank 

Zappa constantly and very loudly. I 

can’t drive to site now without 

singing ‘Watch out where the 

huskies go, and don't you eat 

that yellow snow’.” 

4. Brian Kerr (Historic England) - 

‘Road to Nowhere’ by Talking Heads. 

“I always found myself playing and 

singing along … when I first moved 

to England, because I was invariably 

heading to a place I’d never heard 

of.” 
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5. Jeff Sanders (DigIt) - ‘Downtown’ by       

 Macklemore & Lewis.  “thumping 

 tune, great lyrics.” 

6. Peta Glew (CIfA) - ‘You Can Call Me 

Al’ by Paul Simon. “As a neophyte 

archaeologist I was introduced to the 

magical qualities of the Paul Simon 

Graceland album. It's up beat and 

quite fast paced, important if your 

commute is running late!” 

7. Howard Williams (U of Chester) - ‘With 

my Little Ukulele in My Hand’ by 

George Formby. “On minibus field trips 

with my students I try to expand their 

musical horizons in multiple 

directions.” 

8. Kirsty Owen (HES) - ‘I’ve been 

Everywhere’ by Johnny Cash. “I’ve 

often thought about reworking the 

lyrics with places in Scotland, to 

reflect my time working for HES and 

it’s predecessor body!” 

9. Stephen Driscoll (U of Glasgow) - 

‘China cat sunflower - I know you 

rider’ by The Grateful Dead. “It just 

has a great uplifting flow which makes 

you feel ready for the next thing.” 

10.Paul Murtagh (AOC) - ‘My Secret is my 

Silence’ by Roddy Woomble. “There have 

been many many many more  important 

tracks and albums ... which I’m sure 

others would put first but it’s 

Roddy for me!” 

However the Chief Editor has decided that all 

these archaeologists must wrong as the best road 

trip song is ‘Skye’ by Runrig 
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Monumental Mistakes: A Tale of a 

Stone Circle 
By Bruce Mann MA MCIfA FSA Scot FRSA 

Archaeologist, Aberdeenshire, Moray, Angus & Aberdeen City Councils 

confirmed by Richard Bradley 

through excavation. The daughter 

of the former farmer of Hillhead 

lived nearby still and could 

remember as a child playing 

amongst what was then an 

upstanding stone-circle in the 

1940s  before  her  father 

demolished it to make way for 

forestry planting for the war effort. 

 

As such we had precedence within 

the same remote rural area of 

Aberdeenshire. We requested 

assistance from Adam Welfare 

(Historic Environment Scotland), an 

expert on these monuments, who  

At the end of 2018 a previously 

unrecorded stone circle was 

reported to Aberdeenshire Council 

Archaeology Service, causing much 

initial excitement and scepticism. 

The stone circle appeared to be 

a n o t h e r  ex a m p l e  o f  t h e 

‘Recumbent’ type, a type which is 

unique to the North-East of 

Scotland dating from around 3,500

-4,500 years ago (it is defined by a 

large horizontal stone – called a 

recumbent – closely flanked by two 

upright stones. This setting is 

usually at the South-Western side 

of the circle). What was remarkable 

was that it appeared complete, 

upstanding and sitting in the  

middle of a field partially hidden by 

stone clearance and gorse bushes. 

Our initial scepticism was of course 

the result of not believing that such 

a monument could have been 

missed by every antiquarian in the 

past.  

 

Checking aerial photographs and 

h i s t o r i c  m a p p i n g  p r o v e d 

inconclusive, but a more detailed 

historic map from 1900 suggested 

that it may not have been there at 

that time.  However, just over 2km 

away lay the site of Hillhead, 

anot he r  new ly  d i sc over ed 

recumbent stone circle which was 

first identified in 2013 and  



27  

carried out initial research and a 

survey of the site along with my 

colleague Neil Ackerman. At this 

time, based on the evidence 

available, it was concluded that the 

circle was most likely prehistoric, 

and a press release went out 

celebrating the discovery. The news 

was reported widely and attracted 

a lot of interest as a standard 

archaeological story, though largely 

limited to just the UK.In the 

meantime, analysis continued, and 

the original date of the stone circle 

began to be questioned. Further 

research showed there were 

aspects of the monument that did 

not fit. The orientation of the 

individual stones was off, and the 

circle was 3m shorter in diameter 

than the next smallest known 

example. These growing suspicions 

were proved right when a call was 

received from a former owner of 

the farm who admitted to having 

built it in the mid-1990s. 

 

Looking back now, do we regret 

making that mistake? In some 

ways yes, we all strive to be our 

professional best but at the same 

time we should never be afraid of 

getting something wrong and 

learning from it. Do we regret 

telling the world about the 

mistake? Absolutely not. Being 

open and honest about it meant 

the Sun newspaper was talking 

about monumental architecture, 

listeners in Canada were learning 

about a unique part of Scotland’s 

heritage, and even prime time 

viewers of comedy shows were 

getting a lesson about prehistoric 

architecture. There has even been 

a spate of other ‘new’ stone circles 

being reported to local authority 

archaeologists across Scotland as 

their builders were inspired to 

confess. 

 

In the Scotsman newspaper’s 

words, “As Spinal Tap’s David St 

Hubbins once sang of Stonehenge, 

no-one knew who they were or 

what they were doing, only that 

their legacy remains ‘hewn into the 

living rock’”. This time however we 

have a stone circle and uniquely 

can directly ask the builder why he 

did it (apparently he had always 

admired the monuments in the 

area and fancied having one 

himself). Therefore, as the latest 

addition to this fine megalithic 

tradition, we hope it continues to 

be enjoyed by future generations 

while providing education and 

laughter to new audiences around 

the world. 

‘THE NEW SCOTS’ MUSEUM DISPLAY 

St Mungo Museum of Religious Life and Art, 2 Castle Street, Glasgow, G4 0RH 

Saturday 22 June 2019 @ 9:00am 

https://www.digitscotland.com/events/the-new-scots-museum-display/   

THE NORTH REMEMBERS: THE HISTORY BEHIND GAME OF THRONES 

Lauriston Castle, 2 Cramond Rd S, Edinburgh EH4 6AD 

Saturday 06 July 2019 @ 10:30am 

https://www.digitscotland.com/events/the-north-remembers-the-history-behind-game-of

-thrones-2019/   

We quickly decided that the best 

approach was to be open and own 

up to what had been an honest 

mistake in dating. Neil, who had 

been given the lead for the original 

press release, bravely volunteered 

to take the lead again this time, 

and so began the next stage of 

publicity. 

 

It would appear that the rare 

occurrence of professionals owning 

up to a mistake, combined with the 

humorous tale of a 20-year old 

stone circle, is something of note 

as the Press from around the world 

jumped on the story. Neil found 

himself live on Radio 4’s PM show, 

being filmed for STV news, 

interviewed for national Canadian 

radio and contacted by a Swiss 

daily newspaper. all within the first 

day. The coverage would eventually 

dwarf that of the original news 

about the discovery, even making it 

onto BBC Breakfast News and 

Have I Got News For You. 
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The Ar c haeological  Si t e  as   

Landscape E dwar d St ewar t  Student,  U niversi ty  of  Glasgow  

 

The Site on the Shetland Isle of Unst was called 

Scarpa, an area of crofts and field boundaries 

abandoned in the 1940s. Beneath the field 

boundaries, medieval rig and furrow marred the 

surface still, and between patches of this ancient 

demarcation lines of jagged stones chewed the 

landscape of the coastal plain into small patches. 

In amongst this stratigraphy of agricultural talus, a 

pile of stones standing proud of the patchy 

heather and heath vegetation marked the site of 

something ancient. In local legend the site is the 

‘Picts Grave’ or the ‘Giants Grave’. Upon 

excavation the site was in fact a Roundhouse. The 

Roundhouse sat atop a slight rise, between the 

crofts of Scarpa, Collaster, Westing and Boule, 

pinned between the ancient cliffs of Valla and the 

modern cliffs of Longa Taing, the Loch of 

Bogligarths and the Burn of Southerhouse. Our 

base was the abandoned croft of Scarpa. That 

roofless shell was our tool store, office, shelter 

and toilet, and provided some measure of shelter 

during breaks when the high winds whipped up 

from the Atlantic. Nearby banked scars in the peat 

showed the relics of peat cutting rights, though 

these we discovered were still in use. 

 Our taskscapes for that fortnight on Unst formed 

the usual routine of archaeological excavation, we 

laid and measured out trenches, deturfed by 

spade, excavated by trowel and recorded by 

photograph and drawing. We excavated a series of 

long trenches across interesting features. This very 

manual, physically intensive rotation of tasks, 

carried out repeatedly throughout the day brought 

my experience of the landscape closer - at least I 

felt - to that of the crofters of 100 years ago, or 

perhaps even the iron age farmers of 1000, 

though this may have been an imaginative self-

transportation too far. In all these processes we 

were in the elements constantly, exposed to the 

storms and gales, then the sun and breeze, and 

how we moved through and around site in our 

tasks was informed by these. Through all our acts 

we were surrounded by, and within the weather, 

trapped in a maelstrom of its making and forced 

to weather its blows. The site, Scarpa, became our 

‘dwelling’, where through the repeated motions of 

activity and practice we came to develop an 

emotional investment in the place. Thus our 

landscape was a cultural creation of the time and 

efforts expended in that place, the ritualised  
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activities involved in archaeological excavation 

made the site our dwelling, and it’s features, and 

the significance we worked into them through our 

action, the landscape. 

 

We stooped, knelt and lay around our trenches, 

scratching with trowels, swinging mattocks, 

hefting buckets and shovel tossing with a furor. 

Thus, my experiencing of the landscape of the 

Island was through the lense of one employed in a 

physical taskscape, with sweat stinging eyes, dirt 

coated arms and wind bitten cheeks. Experiencing 

place as an excavator is of different scales to that 

of the casual visitor also, the landscape becomes 

the confines of your excavation area, even your 

trench, the topography of it the lumps and 

depressions of stratigraphy within your metre of 

bared soil. You study the striations of a plow mark, 

or packed cluster of stones in the base of a post 

hole. Features, fills, deposits and structures 

become the text of the past in a palimpsest of 

stratigraphy which must be unwound by the 

archaeologist's trowel work. In the process of 

excavating the excavator can become fiercely 

protective of their portion of the trench, their 

kingdom. After days of unravelling the complex 

stratigraphy of your stretch, repeatedly drawing, 

redrawing, photographing, excavating, repeating 

this daily. The contexts of your trench, your 

section, your feature becomes a micro-landscape, 

your micro-landscape, than only you can 

understand, interpret, read. Possessiveness of 

your landscape creeps in like the madness 

developed studying any landscape until passion 

develops. There is an excitement as an 

archaeologist, when you open a trench, feel the 

soil below knowing that anything could be just a 

few trowel strokes away. Recording brings you 

closer yet to the subject of your labours as you 

quantify soil compositions by touch, sometimes 

taste, and attempt to differentiate areas of dirt 

based on the slightest difference in compaction, 

colouration or composition.  

Is this context sandy-silty-clay or silty-clayish-sand, 

Blackish-Brown or Brownish-Black? It is an 

intimate, personal and subjective process, despite 

the cloak of science draped over the analysis of 

the results. There is a thrill in the uncovery of a 

find - as I discovered all too well. My find was a pot 

sherd with a decorated rim, and it granted me at 

least 0.5 of my five minutes of fame with a 

mention in the Shetland Times. The finding of that 

artefact, moulded and held by hands a thousand 

years before it resurfaced into mine, carried with it 

that charged excitement which reinvigorates the 

flagging excavator. In that moment holding a 

direct link to the human past one might feel as 

close as it is possible to be to the past. And yet we 

can feel how far removed we are from the ancient 

past in that moment; 

 

“Archaeological excavations offer only 

fragmentary evidence from the material culture of 

past peoples. The smell of freshly uncovered earth 

has replaced the plethora of stimuli found in past 

human settlements” (Bartosiewicz, 2003) 

 

Excavation is as much destruction as discovery, 

and after excavation is over the realisation sets in. 

As you toss the first shovel of backfill onto the 

trench, obliterating your micro-landscape in a 

barrage of rock and earth, it is as traumatic as the 

destruction of prime habitats viewed on Planet 

Earth or watching the demolition of a familiar 

place for development. Stratigraphy is irreparably 

jumbled. The only surviving parcels of that 

landscape you travelled through lie in stacks of 

soil sample buckets, coldly labelled white plastic 

vessels of a landscape torn apart by trowel, 

mattock, shovel and spade. You know, as the next 

shovel load falls, and the next, that your 

Landscape is dead, irreparably lost, the process of 

reading that landscape unrepeatable, gone. 

There is a loss in that. 
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