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Executive Summary 

A fairly small-scale exploratory excavation took place at the Burn of Swartigill over five 

days in September 2015.  The work was undertaken in collaboration with the Yarrows 

Heritage Trust and with good attendance from volunteers from the local community. 

The aims were modest and linked to scoping out the site for a potential, more 

expansive, future piece of work.  One of the project objectives reflected the desire to 

‘ground-truth’ a geophysical survey undertaken in an earlier episode of work by ORCA 

(Orkney Research Centre for Archaeology).  This survey had potentially pointed to the 

presence of a substantial rectangular building form, perhaps a post-broch Iron Age 

period ‘Wag’ a form of building well-known in Caithness and Sutherland.    

A second aim was to try to establish something of the character of archaeological 

remains that had been discovered eroding out from the side of the Burn of Swartigill 

and recorded and reported in 2012 by Yarrows Heritage Trust.  These remains had 

included probable masonry and an interesting, possibly two-phased assemblage of 

Iron Age ceramics. 

A small excavation trench (c.3.5m x 3.0m) was placed to incorporate part of the erosion 

front, a more extensive area behind and a long narrow extension c.3m running 

southwards.  While a series of small trial trenches (1x1m, 1x1m and 2x1m respectively) 

were opened to give key-hole views into some of the other geophysical anomalies 

picked up in the original survey.   
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1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Site Location, Topography and Geology 

The site is situated in Thrumster, Caithness at National Grid reference ND 3210 4573 

along the south side of the Swartigil Burn at c. 65m OD within uncultivated rough 

grazing land. The burn cuts through the north side of a meltwater channel (Figure 1). 

The meltwater channel measured c.5m deep by c.40m across.  

The solid geology is part of the Lybster Flagstone Formation of sedimentary rock 

comprised of siltstone, mudstone and sandstone. The drift geology is recorded as 

alluvium with presence of peat to the south of the site and of Devensian till to the north. 

(BGS, 2014) 

2.0 Archaeological Background 

Caithness comprises a landscape rich in all archaeological periods and especially 

dense in Iron Age sites.  

The late Iron Age settlement site of Thrumster is located c. 1km to the west, Upstream 

of the Burn of Swartigill. The site is characterised as a 'wag', which is defined as a 

post-broch structure mainly found in Caithness and characterised by a rectangular 

building form possessing two rows of orthostats forming a central aisle. The settlement 

takes the form of a low mound about 20m across, in the top of which are visible the 

remains of solidly constructed drystone wall footings, perhaps for turf buildings 

(Canmore 210956, HER MHG30667, NMRS ND34NW42).  

Two broch sites are situated within close proximity to the site, including the Broch of 

Thrumster Main located 1.3km to the South East of the site (Canmore 8963, HER 

MHG2043, NMRS ND34NW1). The Broch of Yarrow (Canmore 8982, HER MHG1937, 

NMRS ND34SW1) is located on a spur on the edge of the Loch of Yarrow 2.5km to the 

South East along with a range of complex secondary structures including ‘wags’.  

The Burn of Swartigill site is located in close proximity to two medieval farmsteads 

within a medieval farming landscape (combined record as Canmore site 271492, HER 

MHG48275, NMRS ND34NW66).  

The first farmstead, Swartigill’s North settlement, is located on the northern edge of the 

meltwater channel, c. 30m to the North West of the Swartigill Burnsite. This site is 
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comprised of a heavily robbed out range as well as a smaller building and a set of run 

rig cultivations. 

The second farmstead, Swartigill’s South settlement, is situated on the southern edge 

of the meltwater channel, c. 160m in the East South East of the Swartigill Burn site. 

This site is comprised of a heavily robbed building and an enclosure situated 

immediately to the east with field system composed of field systems and embankments 

to the south and east.  

It was originally thought that the Swartigill Burn site represented a mill dating from the 

same period as the Swartigill’s township, and was included in the record for this site.  

2.1 Previous Work 

The members of the Yarrows Heritage Trust photographed and recorded the Burn of 

Swartigill site for the first time in 2004. 

In 2007, Dr Susan Ovenden from the Orkney College Geophysical Unit (now Orkney 

Research Centre for Archaeology) conducted a trial Ground Penetrating Radar survey 

while Dr Mike Cressey from CFA Archaeology Ltd. cleaned and recorded a small 

section of the site. The results from this Ground Penetrating Radar survey showed 

strong reflection from the spread of stony material but it was not possible to assess if 

this was associated with either archaeologically significant material or naturally 

occurring stones (CFA Archaeology, 2007). 

In 2012, members of the Yarrows Heritage Trust cleaned back the section and 

recorded the full eroding section. A significant quantity of pottery was recovered from 

the section ranging from the early Iron Age to the late Iron Age, possibly of the Pictish 

period. The early Iron Age pottery was found close to the eastern wall (Yarrows 

Heritage Trust, 2012). 

In August 2014 Thomas Desalle of ORCA undertook a fluxgate gradiometer survey, 

an earth resistance survey and a ground penetrating radar survey on the site with the 

aim of characterising the extent and the nature of eroding feature.  

The gradiometer survey was undertaken of over an area measuring 25m x 30m, 

presenting strong magnetic variation likely to be associated with anthropogenic activity 

and potentially the presence of a settlement. The earth resistance suggested the 

presence of a potential sub-rectangular structure measuring 10m x 16m. The ground 

penetrating radar helped clarify the nature of some anomalies visible in the 
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gradiometer and earth resistance survey. 

3.0 Fieldwork Aims and Objectives 

The main objectives of this site evaluation were to: 

1) Evaluate the archaeological potential of features identified during geophysical 

survey of the Swartigill Burn site. The specific target for the intrusive evaluation 

was the potential sub-rectangular building and enhanced areas of 

anthropogenic activity adjacent to the feature eroding out of the bank of the 

burn. 

2) Investigate the relationship between features identified within the geophysical 

survey and the site recorded within the 2012 fieldwork within the eroding bank 

of the Burn of Swartigill 

3) Evaluate the level of preservation, form, extent and date of any features of 

archaeological interest encountered within the excavation area, and procure 

suitable sample materials with which to perform a small programme of 

radiocarbon dating for the site. 

4.0 Fieldwork Methodology 

A series of trial trenches were located over features identified during a geophysical 

survey in close proximity to a site of known archaeological potential. The locations of 

the evaluation trenches were set out by ORCA staff and measured from the existing 

grid line of the 2012 excavation. All trial trenches were hand excavated with turf stored 

separately from spoil for reinstatement. Following exposure of archaeological horizons, 

all significant archaeological features requiring examination or recording were cleaned 

using appropriate hand tools. Archaeological horizons were recorded by digital 

photographs, pro-forma context record sheets, and drawn both in plan and section. 

The trenches were located on the OS National Grid by means of a Trimble 5800/R8 

GPS system with RTK correction.  

Where appropriate, environmental samples were taken by means of bulk soil sample 

of at least 5lts volume and spot soil samples of deposits less that 5ltrs in volume. 3D 

locations of finds were recorded on the site survey. 

All excavations were backfilled and reinstated with turf to the original land surface. 

Archaeological remains preserved in situ were covered by a geo-textile membrane 
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prior to backfilling. 

5.0 Fieldwork Results 

5.1 Trench 1 

Trench 1 was located 1m to the east of the eroding bank of the Swartigull Burn, 

measuring 2m long northeast – southwest by 2m wide transversely. An extension was 

excavated from the west corner of the trench to the eroding burn section measuring 

1.6m long northwest – southeast by 0.95m wide. An additional extension trench was 

excavated from the east corner of the trench measuring 1.2m wide northwest - 

southeast  by  1.4m long. This section was further extended to the southeast by 2.8m 

in a 0.4m wide slot trench.  

The turf layer was comprised of dark brown friable clay sand 001, present throughout 

Trench 1 and the east and west extensions to a depth of between 0.1 and 0.15mbgl. 

Within the main trench, the topsoil deposit merged with a layer of pale brown clay silt 

with occasional orange mineralised flecking 002 to a depth of between 0.2 and 

0.25mbgl. This deposit was present throughout the main area of Trench 1 and directly 

sealed a layer of friable orangey brown clay silt 004 with abundant inclusions of orange 

mineralised flecking. The frequency of mineralisation became more concentrated 

towards the base of the deposit at a depth of 0.35mbgl. One artefact of note to be 

recovered from 004 was SF 007, a small and fairly abraded fragment of a copper alloy 

object.  This triangular shaped piece appears to have been an object of some 

sophistication, perhaps part of a brooch, pin, or other decorative personal item.  A deep 

‘cell’ present in the object may have formerly held a colourful enamel inlay or glass 

paste setting.  The object is currently non-diagnostic in terms of dating, and it should 

be borne in mind that 004 was just one deposit beneath the top-soil.  Nevertheless, the 

fact that no modern artefacts were found in 004 clayey silt (or indeed across the 

trenches at all), is a fairly reasonable indication that the copper alloy object had not 

been introduced to 004 at quite a late date, and of the likely Iron Age credentials of this 

deposit.   

A test pit excavated during the 2012 investigation of the site was observed as a cut 

003 in the west corner of trench 1 truncating deposits 001, 002, and 004. 

Deposit 004 overlay a deposit of rubble 006, which initially appeared to form a 

continuous deposit throughout Trench 1 with a 1.2m wide northeast-southwest 
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orientated depression running the length of the trench. After further investigation, this 

deposit was resolved to represent two features comprised of a ridge of rubble material 

with a stone revetment to the northwest 006 and a possible north facing wall to the 

southeast 019.  

Deposit 004 also directly sealed a layer of dark greyish brown clay silt 005 extending 

the full length of the trench within the 1.2m wide depression between feature 006 to 

the west and rubble 019 to the east, to a maximum depth of 0.45mbgl. This layer 

merged with a discrete deposit of grey clay silt with occasional flecks of orangey brown 

mineralisation 018. This deposit also occupied the full width of the depression between 

006 and 019 and directly sealed a layer of disorganised loose rubble comprised of 

angular and sub angular stone, typically 0.3 by 0.25 x 0.4m in size 024. A sondage 

measuring 0.5m along the northeast trench edge was excavated through this layer 

which abutted feature 006 to the northwest as well as feature 019 and a large upright 

boulder 026 to the southeast. 

Feature 006 was comprised of a roughly coursed 0.35m deep stone revetment facing 

southeast. The revetment was comprised of angular and sub angular stone slabs and 

was excavated to a maximum a depth of 0.7mbgl. The edge of revetment 006 was 

traced across the full width of the trench on a northeast – southwest alignment. The 

composition of the core of the feature and its full extent to the northwest is not known 

since the rubble material behind and to the northwest of the revetment face was not 

excavated and extends beyond the northwest trench edge. 

To the southeast, rubble layer 024 abutted a possible wall feature comprised of angular 

and sub-angular tabular stone 019, orientated northeast-southwest.  This feature 

appears to merge with an extensive layer of rubble 030 to the southeast extended into 

the slit trench extension from the southeast corner. A northeast-southwest orientated 

wall face was tentatively identified as the extent of this feature to the northwest, though 

this was unclear at this stage of the excavation. 

The sondage excavated against the northeast trench edge showed that rubble deposit 

024 abutted a large upright boulder 026, measuring 0.4m long by 0.24m wide and 

extant to 0.42m, though its full depth was not reached. This upright boulder is in an 

alignment with possible wall face of 019 and appears to be integral to that feature. 

Rubble layer 024 overlay a surface of large tabular flagstones 025 at a depth of 

0.7mbgl. A single flagstone was fully revealed within the sondage, measuring 0.65m 
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long by 0.56m wide and c 0.1m thick. A second tabular flagstone was positioned 

against the exposed flagstone on the northeast side, with chocking stones along its 

southeast side. The exposed flagstone was lifted to reveal a liner drain feature 

orientated east-west with a 0.4mwide channel. The capping flagstone 025 was 

supported on the south side by shallow coursed stonework of tabular sandstone blocks 

028 forming the wall of the drain. The north side of drain is not as clearly defined, with 

the capping flagstone 025 being supported by a layer of disorganised rubble 032, 

which may represent tumbled degradation of revetment 006 or a deliberately deposited 

rubble infill.  

The primary fill of the channel was comprised of a pale yellow clay 028, c.0.40 thick in 

the base of the drain feature, which was in turn sealed by a deposit of slightly more 

mixed light brown silty clay 027, forming the sealing fill of the drain. 

Within the northwest trench extension, the topsoil 001 overlay a deposit of mid to dark 

brown, clay-silt 009 with frequent patches of mid brown sandy, gritty silt and occasional 

angular stones. This deposit extended 0.85 from the eroded burn section where it 

overlay the top of wall 010 to overlap rubble layer 006. The deposit varies in thickness 

from 0.53m thick over the top of wall feature 010 to less than 0.05m thick in the 

southeast where it overlay rubble deposit 006. Numerous finds of prehistoric ceramic 

were recovered from this deposit.  This fairly substantial spread of pottery appeared to 

be the remains of a large part of an in situ vessel and probably some other vessel 

sherds as well.  The location of the pottery tallies well with one of the substantial pot 

spreads identified during the 2012 field season and almost certainly represented more 

of the same broken vessel(s).      

Wall 010 was comprised of a maximum of three drystone courses of tabular blocks and 

slabs surviving to a height of 0.45m. The wall abuts a large boulder within the eroding 

burn section 033 which was part of a stonework feature visible in the previous 2012 

investigation. This boulder appeared to be integral to drystone wall 010, with the 

coursed stonework potentially fretting into the rough blocks visible in the eroding burn 

section. 

A possible wall face 031 consisting of single course of tabular stone situated the 1m to 

the south of wall 010 on the same north-south alignment, extending 0.5m from the 

northeast trench edge. This feature was associated with the rubble core of revetted 

feature 006 to the south and wall 010 to the north, though these relationships were not 
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investigated during this excavation. 

Within the exposed burn section, Wall 010 was abutted by a deposit of grey clayey silt 

011, which was only partially exposed during this excavation.  

Within the southeast trench extension, topsoil/turf layer 001 overlay a deposit of very 

stony compacted orangey-brown gritty gravel 007, which is likely to represent a similar 

mineralised soil deposit to 002. This deposit extended from the southeast end of the 

trench extension 2.2m to the northwest to a depth of 0.1m. This deposit sealed a layer 

of grey clay silt 008, which is likely to be a similar deposit to 005, identified within the 

main section of the trench. This deposit extended the full width and length of the 

southeast trench extension and overlay rubble layer 030, which also extended the full 

width and length of the southeast slot trench. A clear definition between wall 019 and 

rubble deposit 030 could not be identified within the limited area of this excavation. 

5.2 Trench 2 

Trench 2 was comprised of a 1m wide x 1m long test pit, situated 1m away from the 

southwest edge of Trench 1 on an adjacent alignment. 

The topsoil 012 (same as topsoil layer 001) overlay a deposit of brown clay silt 013 

(same as deposit 002) at a depth of 0.1mbgl. This deposit in turn sealed a layer of grey 

brown stony clay silt 014, which may be the same as deposit 005, at a depth of 

0.3mbgl. This deposit overlay and directly sealed a layer of rubble 034, which included 

the top of a large boulder in the east corner of the trial pit. The top of this deposit was 

the limit of excavation for this trench. 

5.3 Trench 3 

Trench 3 was comprised of a second test pit measuring 1m wide by 1m long situated 

1m from southeast corner of Trench 1, on the same orientation. 

The topsoil 015 (same as topsoil layer 001) overlay a deposit of brown clay silt 016 

(same as deposit 002) at a depth of 0.1mbgl. This deposit in turn sealed a layer of grey 

brown stony clay silt 017, which may be the same as deposit 005, at a depth of 

0.25mbgl. This deposit was excavated to a depth of 0.35m, which was the limit of 

excavation for this trench. Traces of a stony layer which may be a continuation of 

rubble deposit 019 in Trench 1 was identified at the base of deposit 017, though was 
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not investigated during this scheme of work. 

5.4 Trench 4 

A slit trench measuring 2m long by 0.5m wide, orientated southeast – northwest was 

situated 26m to the southwest of Trench 1 over a potential archaeological feature 

identified within the gradiometer survey (see fig 3) at NGR ND 32113, 45724 (centroid). 

The topsoil deposit 020, was comprised of brown clay sand to a depth of 0.15mbgl, 

overlaying a deposit of orangey brown clay silt 021, to a depth of 0.25m and present 

throughout the whole trench.  

Deposit 021 sealed a layer of dark greyish brown clay silt 022, which in turn sealed a 

layer of rubble comprised of angular and sub angular tabular sandstone bocks and 

slabs at a depth of 0.35mbgl 023. This rubble layer extending from the northwest end 

of the trench 1.1m to a possible southeast face, though it was not possible to clearly 

define this feature as a wall within the limited area of the trench. Deposit 022 overlaps 

the extent of wall 023 and dips down to the southeast beyond the possible wall face of 

the feature to a depth of 0.4mbgl to encompass the full length and width of the trench. 

This was the limit of excavation of Trench 4. 

6.0 Discussion 

6.1 Summary of the fieldwork results 

During the excavation substantial alluvial deposits from the flood-plain of the burn were 

found to shroud archaeological remains to the south of the burn frontage itself, but 

there was a substantial mass of stone work, rubble and well-preserved archaeological 

features lying beneath this alluvium and traceable as a fairly unprepossessing low rise 

in the modern ground surface. 

It can be tentatively suggested that the orientation of linear wall lines revealed in the 

main trench indicate a match to the rectilinear anomaly apparent in the geophysics, 

and these may reflect a long building orientated with its long axis at right-angles to the 

stream.  A pronounced gulley or channel was identified running through the mass of 

rubble in one area and when a section was made through a portion of it, the gulley was 

found to reflect the presence of a large subterranean stone lined feature beneath, 

probably a drain.  The drain implies some element of water management, and perhaps 

beyond that which would be required in normal domestic space and could be 
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connected to a range of possible different activities.  Samples taken from the drain will 

hopefully yield well-preserved environmental evidence and may even have 

implications for the role of the site and its proximity to the Burn of Swartigill. 

Near to the burn it was possible to link the previously evaluated archaeological remains 

present in the erosion front with those in the main trench and in several of the small 

test trenches, and to establish that certain previously recorded massive blocks of stone 

and other features were indeed parts of wall lines and wall faces seen more clearly in 

the main trench.  A significant assemblage of diagnostic ceramic sherds including well-

made, decorated Iron Age pottery was recovered from contexts both abutting, and 

overlying, the wall lines and much of this ceramic material is identical to sherds 

recovered in the earlier stage of work.  A quern rubber came from the rubble mass and 

a hammer stone from the fill of the drain feature. Slightly more surprising, given the 

relatively modest scope and scale of the excavations but no less welcome, was the 

discovery of a copper alloy artefact.   In appearance this was a small triangular 

fragment abraded smooth but nevertheless preserving indications of a deeply set ‘cell’ 

perhaps a setting for an enamel or glass paste inlay.  This would appear to have been 

a relatively valuable item from something like a brooch or a decorative fitting, and 

perhaps hints that a certain social status was accorded to the Swartigill site during the 

Iron Age. 

Finally, one of the test trenches that had been set-out to explore a curvilinear anomaly 

on the geophysics encountered a probable stone dyke that may date to the Post-

Medieval period.  

6.2 Radiocarbon dates 

A small programme of radiocarbon dating was included in the project with the intention 

of providing very preliminary dates for Swartigill.  Two radiocarbon dates were obtained 

from trench 1.  Deposit 011, is the dark grey silty deposit that abutted wall 010 close 

to the burn, and which contained high quantities of pottery during the 2015 season and 

in the previous exploratory work undertaken by Yarrows Heritage Trust.  This deposit 

returned a date (lab code: Poz-87142) of 366 to 192BC, at 95% confidence, or 357-

204BC at 68.2% confidence levels.   

The second sample submitted for dating was from deposit 009, the slightly sandy silt 

that had sealed a fairly extensive portion of the upper elements of trench 1 and, if the 

stratigraphy has been read correctly, should date to later than the pottery-rich 
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deposit.  The date (lab code: Poz-87141), returned was 198-47BC at 95% likelihood, 

or 170-61BC at 68.2% certainty.  In submitting these specific deposits for dating, it was 

intended that this would provide some reassurance of the in situ nature of the 

depositional sequence and demonstrate that the in situ pottery deposit had not been 

disturbed by later activity.    

The dates do indeed appear to confirm this sequence.  The date for the pottery deposit 

indicates activity sometime between the mid Fourth to early Second Centuries BC and 

therefore places this element of the site towards the end of the conventional ‘Early Iron 

Age’.  The other date is Second to mid First Century BC and therefore would be placed 

in the conventional ‘Middle Iron Age’.   

Interestingly, then, this suggests that the site was occupied in the period when most 

scholars believe that brochs were evolving in the northern Scottish Iron Age.  The 

pottery deposit is early within, or perhaps shortly before, that important major cultural 

change, and the second dated deposit is dateable to just as ‘fully-fledged’ brochs are 

sometimes deemed to be appearing.    

The two radiocarbon dates do not overlap but they show a clear and logical progression 

through time that matches to the site sequence that had been suggested based on the 

stratigraphy.  The dates represent a very useful set of preliminary dates for the site, 

and help to contextualise the remains. 

A feature of the radiocarbon dates from Swartigill is that they help to date the deposition 

of distinctive Iron Age pottery.  Suggestions have been fairly vague and wide-ranging 

for pottery with finger-impressions, in particular, and this style of ceramic was also 

recovered from Thrumster broch, where it was labelled ‘Type A’ (Heald 2012, 49). The 

firm dating of pottery deposit (011) from Swartigill is therefore very useful in more firmly 

pinning down this pottery style. 

The dates from Swartigill are also highly significant when considered in comparison to 

dates obtained from the excavations at the nearby Yarrows broch (Barber and 

Humphreys 2012), where it was suggested that the broch was established in the Third 

Century BC (2012, 35). This may suggest that the broch at Yarrows was founded a 

little later than the earliest dates obtained for Swartigill. Since the dates from Swartigill 

cannot be considered to relate to the earliest activity at the site, it is tentatively 

suggested here that Swartigill represents an early Iron Age site, occupied before and 

during the establishment of brochs in the wider landscape.  Swartigill may therefore 
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represent an opportunity to explore the social and historical conditions that prevailed 

at an important moment of material change during the Iron Age period of Caithness 

and of Atlantic Scotland more broadly.  

 

7.0 Conclusions and Recommendations 

The work at Swartigill Burn has demonstrated that the site has great potential in 

elucidating aspects of the prehistory of SE Caithness, and especially of the Iron Age.  

There is an apparently substantial resource of artefactual and architectural remains 

that belie the rather modest, fairly unprepossessing, surface remains visible on the 

ground.  The substantial alluvial overburden, itself likely to date to the Iron Age at least 

in part, was seen to be sealing intact archaeological remains and provides a useful 

indicator of the pristine, undisturbed nature of the site away from the erosion front of 

the stream.  Similarly, the rather flattened stratigraphic sequence witnessed in the main 

trench appeared to suggest that the archaeological remains, though quite substantial 

physically, are perhaps not the product of a long period of occupation/use and 

therefore may offer something of a clear snapshot of the activities underway at the site, 

uncomplicated by a more extensive, multi-phase duration and complex build-up of 

modification and refurbishment.  The unusual mix of well-built stone structural features; 

such as the walls and drain, and the cairn-like mass of stone may imply that the site 

has some function connected to hydrology, or at least made use of the hydrology, 

perhaps in an industrial capacity, or in respect of other craft processes.  Swartigill 

raises the prospect of a site that is not neatly comprisable as part of the well-

established, but perhaps, rather too neat typologies of the Northern Scottish Iron Age, 

and that the site represents neither a broch, roundhouse, nor ‘Wag’, but may ultimately 

allow us to reflect on a wider range of types of place and activity from the Caithness 

Iron Age.  This rather speculative departure can only be confirmed with more field work.   

The artefactual assemblage from the site is also promising.  The occurrence of a small 

copper alloy artefact in such a relatively modest piece of fieldwork is noteworthy.  If its 

attribution as a piece of jewellery is borne out, then it is likely to say something of the 

social status of the occupants of the site.  More generally, the majority of the finds were 

ceramic and many of these were from the pot spread discovered adjacent to the 

Swartigill burn itself. The pottery assemblage was of good quality with several large 

unabraded sherds, even amongst the examples not recovered from the substantial 
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spread near the burn, and therefore there were several diagnostic sherds, with everted 

rims and globular bodies as well as several finger-impressed decorated sherds all of 

which are indicative of an Early to Middle Iron Age date.  The small assemblage of 

course stone tools was also interesting in terms of the occurrence of items related to 

food processing, including quern rubbers and hammer-grinders that would commonly 

be attributed to domestic settings in the literature.  The level and quality of the portable 

material culture from the small-scale intervention is quite impressive and a convincing 

demonstration of the potential of the site to contribute to the understanding of 

Caithness artefact studies of the Iron Age. 

The following recommendations are offered in respect of following up the field work 

undertaken last season:  

 Further excavation work on the site to expand and enhance our view of the 
archaeological remains and the various elements seen in the restricted 
window gained in the modest trenches this year.  A more extensive trench in 
the vicinity of the principal Trench 1, in particular would potentially aid in the 
determining the nature of the fairly substantial remains in this zone and assist 
in the characterisation of the main role(s) of the site more generally. 
 

 This would involve a more extensive period of time in the field.  We might 
suggest perhaps a fortnight or ten days of fieldwork for a next stage of 
excavation at the site. 
 

 Further work to bring out the chronology of the site, involving not only a more 
extensive excavation zone but a more intensive one to garner information 
about the duration and any changes in the role of the site through time. 
 

 Further work on the immediate environment of the site in order to understand 
aspects of hydrology, soil formation and land use during the Iron Age and with 
the hope of setting the site and the substantial drain feature within the 
environmental context of the Swartigill Burn.  This work could include palaeo-
environmental work, coring and other sampling to obtain plant macro-fossil 
material and pollen records from the flood-plain of the burn and its associated 
watershed in the moorland beyond.  This could also be supplemented by 
similar pollen work on the deposits from the site itself.   
 

 Further work to evaluate the immediate environs of the Swartigill Burn site, 
through simple, low-cost and productive techniques such as walk-over survey 
and topographic survey would be very beneficial in scoping out both the 
archaeological and palaeo-environmental potential of the environs of the site.  
There are already many known archaeological sites in the immediate area, 
and given this resource, further survey work could well elaborate on this 
information as well as bring to light whole new sites for consideration.  
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 It would also be desirable would be to expand the scope and nature of the 

work with the local community in partnership with Yarrows Heritage Trust.  
More formal, or more structured, training and educational activities designed 
to foster and reflect the interests and growing capacities of the community in 
its engagement with archaeology could be developed.  This could tie-in 
especially well with the environmental and other survey work suggested 
above to broaden out the physical focus of the community work in the area 
beyond the site, but would also further attract volunteer involvement in the 
excavations themselves.       

  



588_Excavations at the Burn of Swartigill, Yarrows, Data Structure Report, March 2017 

15 

 

8.0 References 

8.1 Policy and Advisory Documents 

Chartered Institute for Archaeologists (CIfA), 2014, By-Laws, Standards and Policy 
Statements of the Institute for Archaeologists: Standards and guidance � the 
collection, documentation conservation and research of archaeological materials 

Chartered Institute for Archaeologists (CIfA) 2014, Standard and Guidance for 

Archaeological Field Evaluation 

Historic Scotland 2011, Scottish Historic Environment Policy. Edinburgh 

Historic Scotland 2006, The Treatment of Human Remains in Archaeology. Edinburgh 

Museum of London Archaeology Service Archaeological Field Manual, 3rdedn 1994. 

Orkney Research Centre for Archaeology (ORCA) Field Manual (in prep). 

Planning Advice Note 2/2011: Planning and Archaeology, Edinburgh 

Scottish Planning Policy (SPP) 2014 

8.2 Bibliographic References 

Baines, A. 1999, An archaeology of Iron Age domestic settlement in northern Scotland, 
Phd thesis, 123-134 and 193-196 

Barber, J. with Humphreys, P. 2012, Thrumster Broch Community Excavations 2011: 
Final Report, AOC Archaeology Group REPORT: 60028 

British Geological Survey, 2014, UK Geological Map 1:50000, online found at 
http://mapapps.bgs.ac.uk/geologyofbritain/home.html accessed 05.09.2014 

CFA Archaeology Ltd. 2007, Loch of Yarrows Environs, Caithness: “Testing the 
applicability of Ground Penetrating Radar survey in relation to wetland landscapes”, 
Report 1287 

English Heritage 2008, Geophysical Survey in Archaeological Field Evaluation 

Harding, D. 2004, The Iron Age in Northern Britain, Routledge Taylor and Francis 
Group, 280-283 

Heald, A. 2012 “Prehistoric Pottery” in Barber, J. with Humphreys, P. 2012, Thrumster 
Broch Community Excavations 2011: Final Report, AOC Archaeology Group 
REPORT: 60028 

IFA 2011, Standard and guidance for archaeological geophysical survey 

ORCA, 2014, Swartigill Burn, Thrumster, Geophysical Survey Report: ORCA Project 
499, Unpublished report. 



588_Excavations at the Burn of Swartigill, Yarrows, Data Structure Report, March 2017 

16 

 

Yarrows Heritage Trust 2012, Swartigill township evaluation exercise – Interim notes 

  



N

Figure 1. Site Location

Scale:
Project Name:Orkney College, East Road, Kirkwall, KW15 1LX

Rev. No. 1

Burn of Swartigill

July 2016 RB
1:10,000 @ A4Project No: 544

Site Location

Basemap

Thurso

Wick

The site

This map is based on Ordnance Survey material with the permission of Ordnance Survey on behalf of the Controller of
Her Majesty's Stationery Office © Crown Copyright/database right 2012. An Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service.

1:10,0000 500 m

Thrumster

Burn of Swartigill

North
Sea

Atlantic
Ocean

Orkney

X:\ORCA\ORCA Projects\CAIT\1402 Yarrows\588 Yarrows Swartigill Burn Excavation\Geomatics\Illustrator



Orkney College, East Road, Kirkwall, KW15 1LX Figure 2. Trenches 1 - 4 
Project Name: Burn of Swartigill 2015
Project No: 588 Scale: 1:50@A4
July 2016             RB Rev. No. 1

This plan was produced using original survey data collected by ORCA © 2012

Trench 1

Tr.
4

Trench 2

Trench 3

Trench 4

(011)

010

031

006

024

006

026

019

030

025

034

(017)

023

(022)

0 10
m

T1

T2
T3

T4

Burn of Swartig
ill

Foot bridge

X:\ORCA\ORCA Projects\CAIT\1402 Yarrows\588 Yarrows Swartigill Burn Excavation\Geomatics\Illustrator

E:332114.559
N:945743.013

E:332117.701
N:945739.160

 Grid point

Stone

Drain capstone

Wall face

Limit of excavation

KEY

N

0 5m



Orkney College, East Road, Kirkwall, KW15 1LX
Figure 3. Trenches 1-3 and 
earth resistance survey 
Project Name: Burn of Swartigill 2015
Project No: 588 Scale: 1:125@A4
July 2016             RB Rev. No. 1

This plan was produced using original survey data collected by ORCA © 2012

Swarti
gill 

Burn

X:\ORCA\ORCA Projects\CAIT\1402 Yarrows\588 Yarrows Swartigill Burn Excavation\Geomatics\Illustrator

 Grid point

Wall face

Limit of excavation

KEY
N

Trench 1

Trench 2

Swarti
gill 

Bu
Trench 1

Trench 2

0 5

Trench 3



588_Excavations at the Burn of Swartigill, Yarrows, Data Structure Report, March 2017 

20 

 

Plate 1 Excavation underway at Swartigill Burn 
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Plate 2 A view of the trench looking North 
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Plate 3 The stone bank (006) and the capstones of feature (025) 

 

Plate 4 Main trench looking Northeast 
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Plate 5 In situ pottery spread deposited against wall face (010) 

 

Plate 6 View of main trench and Test-Trenches 2 and 3 
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Plate 7 Trench 1: the small scale on the left rests on Wall face (010), linear stone 
spread (006) is central, and (024) the rubble in-fill of the linear gulley/drain lies under 
the T-shaped arrangement of scales 
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Appendix 1: Contexts Register 

Context 
No. 

Site Sub-
Division 

Type Brief Description 

1 Trench 1 LAYER TOPSOIL/TURF LAYER 

2 Trench 1 LAYER FRIABLE PALE BROWN SUBSOIL 

3 Trench 1 FEATURE 2012 TRIAL PIT 

4 Trench 1 LAYER SILTY DEPOSIT WITH ORANGE MINERAL 
FLECKS 

5 Trench 1 LAYER DARK GREYISH BROWN CLAY SILT 

6 Trench 1 FEATURE LINEAR ARANGEMENT OF STONE 

7 Trench 1 (EXT) LAYER COMPACT YELLOW – GRAVEL 
MINERAILISATION ON IN TR’1 EXT’ 

8 Trench 1 LAYER GREY CLAYEY SILT UNDER 7 

9 Trench 1 LAYER BROWN SILT WITH PATCHES OF MID 
BRN SANDY SILT (TRUF?) 

10 Trench 1 FEATURE WALL FACE IN BURN SECTION OF TR’1 

11 Trench 1 (BURN 
EXT) 

LAYER DARK GREY CLAYEY SILT IN FRONT OF 
10 

12 Trench 2 LAYER BROWN TOPSOIL SAME AS 1 

13 Trench 2 LAYER BROWN SILTY SUBSOIL (SEALED BY 12) 

14 Trench 2 LAYER GREY BROWN STONEY LAYER ( SEALED 
BY 13) 

15 Trench 3 LAYER BROWN TOPSOIL 

16 Trench 3 LAYER BROWN SUB SOIL 

17 Trench 3 LAYER GREY BROWN (SEALED BY 16) 

18 Trench 1 LAYER GREY CLAY SILT (SEALED BY 5) 

19 Trench 1 LAYER RUBBLE ON EAST SIDE OF 6 

20 Trench 4 LAYER TOP SOIL 

21 Trench 4 LAYER ORANGE BROWN SUBSOIL 

22 Trench 4 LAYER DARK GREYISH BROWN ( SEALED BY 21) 

23 Trench 4 STR STONEWORK OF POSSIBLE DYKE 

24 Trench 1 LAYER RUBBLE FILL OF POSSIBLE DITCH 

25 Trench 1 FEATURE LARGE FLAT SLABS UNDER 6 (CAP 
STONES) 

26 Trench 1 FEATURE LARGE STONE UPRIGHT TO NORTH OF 
19 RUBBLE 

27 Trench 1 LAYER UPPER FILL OF  “DRAIN” 

28 Trench 1 LAYER LOWER FILL OF “DRAIN” 

29 Trench 1 STR SIDEWALL OF “DRAIN” 

30 Trench 1 LAYER RUBBLE LAYER MERGING WITH 019 

31 Trench 1 STR POSSIBLE WALL FACE ASSOCIATED 
WITH RUBBLE LAYER 006 

32 Trench 1 LAYER RUBBLE INFIL SUPPORINT NORTH SIDE 
OF CAPPING STONE 025 
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33 Trench 1 STR LARGE UPRIGHT BOULDER IN ERODING 
BURN SECTION 

34 Trench 2 LAYER RUBBLE DEPOSIT SEALED BY 014 

Appendix 2: Drawing Register 

Drawing 

Number 

Drawing 

Type 

Site Sub-

division 

Description Sheet 

Number 

Scale

1 Plan T1,2,3,4 General site plan  1 1:20 

Appendix 3: Samples Register 

Sample Number Sample type Context number 

01 Bulk Sample (GBA) 004 

02 Bulk Sample (GBA) 005 

03 Bulk Sample (GBA) 009 

04 Bulk Sample (GBA) 018 

05 Bulk Sample (GBA) 024 

06 Bulk Sample (GBA) 011 

07 Bulk Sample (GBA) 027 

08 Bulk Sample (GBA) 028 
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Appendix 4:Small Finds Register 

SF Context Material Description

1 001 Pot  

2 006 Pot  

3 006 Pot  

4 004 Pot   

5 006 Pot  

6 011 Pot  

7 004 Cu Alloy  

8 004 Pot  

9 005 Charcoal  

10 014 Charcoal  

11 012 Pot  

12 011 Pot  

13 011 Pot  

14 009 Pot  

15 009 Pot  

16 017 Charcoal  

17 009 Pot  

18 009 Pot  

19 009 Pot  

20 009 Pot  

21 009 Pot  

22 009 Burnt bone  

23 009 Pot  

24 009 Pot  

25 N/A Worked stone  

26 009 Worked stone  

27 009 Pot  

28 009 Pot  

29 009 Pot  

30 009 Pot  

31 009 Pot  

32 028 Worked Stone  
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Appendix 5:Photographic Register 

Frame Description Direction of shot 

1 General Shot - Site Pre. Ex. NE 
2 General Shot - Site Pre. Ex. NE 
3 Working Shot - Site Pre. Ex. NE 
4 General Shot - Site Pre. Ex. NW 
5 General Shot - Site Pre. Ex. SW 
6 General Shot - Site Pre. Ex. SW 

7 Trench Q1 Post Turf/TopSoil Stripping 1m Scale/ 0.3m Scale W 
8 Trench Q1 Post Turf/TopSoil Stripping W 
9 Trench Q1 Post Turf/TopSoil Stripping NW 

10 Trench Q1 Post Turf/TopSoil Stripping 1m Scale/ 0.3m Scale NW 

11 Trench 01 - 2012 TEST PIT 003 1m Scale/ 0.3m Scale SW 

12 Trench 01 - 2012 TEST PIT 003 1m Scale/ 0.3m Scale SW 
13 TEST PIT 003 SW 
14 TEST PIT 003 SW 
15 General Shot Working Shots Various 
16 General Shot Working Shots Various 
17 General Shot Working Shots Various 
18 General Shot Working Shots Various 
19 General Shot Working Shots Various 
20 General Shot Working Shots Various 
21 General Shot Working Shots Various 
22 General Shot Working Shots Various 
23 General Shot Working Shots Various 
24 General Shot Working Shots Various 
25 Extension To Trench 1 With 7 + 8   
26 Extension To Trench 1 With 7 + 8 W.N.W. 
27 Extension To Trench 1 With 7 + 8 W.N.W. 
28 Extension To Trench 1 With 7 + 8 W.N.W. 
29 Extension To Trench 1 With 7 + 8 S.S.W. 
30 Extension To Trench 1 With 7 + 8 S.S.W. 
31 (007) In Close-Up S.S.W. 
32 (007) In Close-Up S.S.W. 
33 Site Visitor! - Lizard!   
34 Site Visitor! - Lizard!   
35 Wall (010) E 
36 Wall (010) E 
37 Wall (010) E 
38 Wall (010) (Looking down on wall) N 
39 Wall (010) (Looking down on wall) SE 
40 Wall (010) (Looking down on wall) SE 
41 Wall Face (010) Looking Flush-on E 
42 Wall Face (010) Looking Flush-on E 
43 Wall Face (010) Looking Flush-on E 
44 General Shots Across Trench 1 N 
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45 General Shots Across Trench 1 N 
46 General Shots Across Trench 1 N 
47 General Shots Across Trench 1 N 
48 General Shots Across Trench 1 N 
49 General Shots Across Trench 1 N 
50 General Shots Across Trench 1 N 
51 General Shots Across Trench 1 N 
52 General Shots Across Trench 1 S 

53 General Shots Across Trench 1 S 
54 General Shots Across Trench 1 S 

55 IN SITU Pottery 006 + 012 Against (010) Wall face S 

56 IN SITU Pottery 006 + 012 Against (010) Wall face S 

57 IN SITU Pottery 006 + 012 Against (010) Close-Ups S 

58 IN SITU Pottery 006 + 012 Against (010) Close-Ups S 

59 IN SITU Pottery 006 + 012 Against (010) Close-Ups S 

60 IN SITU Pottery 006 + 012 Against (010) Close-Ups S 

61 IN SITU Pottery 006 + 012 Against (010) Close-Ups S 

62 IN SITU Pottery 006 + 012 Against (010) Close-Ups S 

63 IN SITU Pottery 006 + 012 Against (010) Further Extension S 

64 IN SITU Pottery 006 + 012 Against (010) Further Extension S 

65 IN SITU Pottery 006 + 012 Against (010) Further Extension S 
66 General Shots Of Trenches N 
67 General Shots Of Trenches N 
68 General Shots Of Trenches N 
69 General Shots Of Trenches N 
70 General Shots Of Trenches N 
71 General Shots Of Trenches N 
72 General Shots Of Trenches N 
73 General Shots Of Trenches N 
74 General Shots Of Trenches N 
75 General Shots Of Trenches N 
76 Pauls Test-Pit Elevated View N 
77 Pauls Test-Pit Elevated View N 
78 Pauls Test-Pit Elevated View N 
79 Pauls Test-Pit Elevated View N 
80 Trench Overview (Trench 1) N 
81 Trench Overview (Trench 1) N 
82 Overview ( Working Trench 1) S 
83 Overview ( Working Trench 1) S 
84 Overview ( Working Trench 1) S 
85 Overview ( Working Trench 1) S 
86 Overview ( Working Trench 1) S 
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87 Overview ( Working Trench 1) S 
88 Overview ( Working Trench 1) S 
89 Overview ( Working Trench 1) S 
90 Overview ( Working Trench 1) S 
91 Overview ( Working Trench 1) S 
92 Overview ( Working Trench 1) S 
93 Organic Deposit (009) From Above Pre - Ex NE 
94 Organic Deposit (009) From Above Pre - Ex NE 

95 Organic Deposit (009) With (010) Wall in Foreground SE 

96 Organic Deposit (009) With (010) Wall in Foreground SE 
97 Silty Deposit (   ) Overlaying (006) - (   ) NE 
98 Silty Deposit (   ) Overlaying (006) - (   ) NE 
99 Silty Deposit (   ) Overlaying (006) - (   ) NE 
100 Silty Deposit (   ) Overlaying (006) - (   ) SE 
101 Silty Deposit (   ) Overlaying (006) - (   ) SE 
102 Silty Deposit (   ) Overlaying (006) - (   ) SE 
103 Quern (026) In Rubble Layer  (   ) NW 
104 Quern (026) In Rubble Layer  (   ) NW 
105 Quern (026) In Rubble Layer  (   ) NW 
106 Quern (026) In Rubble Layer  (   ) NW 
107 Quern (026) In Rubble Layer  (   ) SW 
108 Trench 4 Post Extension-Showing (023) E 
109 Trench 4 Post Extension-Showing (023) E 
110 Trench 4 Post Extension-Showing (023) S 
111 Trench 4 Post Extension-Showing (023) S 
112 Trench 4 Post Extension-Showing (023) N 
113 Trench 1  NNE 
114 Trench 1  NNE 
115 Trench 1  NNE 
116 Trench 1  NNE 
117 Trench 1  NNE 
118 Trench 1  NNE 
119 Trench 1  NNE 
120 Trench 1  NNE 

121 
Wall (010) In Detail (Finds labels drom work on section in 
2012) ESE 

122 
Wall (010) In Detail (Finds labels drom work on section in 
2012) ESE 

123 
Wall (010) In Detail (Finds labels drom work on section in 
2012) ESE 

124 Wall (010) With Background ESE 
125 Wall (010) With Background ESE 
126 Wall (010) From Above NE 
127 Wall (010) From Above NE 
128 Wall (010) From Above NE 
129 Wall (010) From Above NE 
130 Wall (010) With (006) SW 
131 Wall (010) With (006) SW 
132 Wall (010) With (006) SW 
133 Wall (010) With (006) SW 



588_Excavations at the Burn of Swartigill, Yarrows, Data Structure Report, March 2017 

9 

 

 


