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The  la t e  a n d  g r e a tly  mi ss e d  Lionel  M a s t e r s  (Augu s t  1 9 4 2–April  2 0 1 9)
w a s  a  w e el-ke n t  figu r e  in  t h e  Glas gow  Arch a eologic al  Socie ty  fro m  t h e
1 9 6 0 s  u n til  t h e  N o u g h tie s,  a n d  w a s  it s  P r e sid e n t  fro m  1 9 9 4  to  1 9 9 7.  As
his  obitu a ry  in  t h e  S co t tis h  Archa eological Journal  m a k es  cle a r  (Ma r s h all
a n d  Leslie  2 0 2 0),  Lionel  m a d e  a  sig nifican t  con t rib u tion  to  Sco t ti sh
a r c h a eology,  no t  only  t h ro u g h  his  exc ava tions  in  Du mfri es  a n d  Gallow ay
a n d  in  Cai th n e s s,  b u t  al so  t h ro u g h  hi s  ti r el es s  wo rk  in  a d ul t  e d u c a tion  in
t h e  no w-d efu nc t  De p a r t m e n t  of  Ext r a-M u r al  a n d  Adult  E d uc a tion  a t  t h e
U nive r si ty  of  Glas gow.  This  work  includ e d  his  e s t a blish m e n t  of  a  t h r e e-
ye a r  Ce r tifica t e  Cou r s e  in  Field  Arch a eology  – so m e t hin g  t h a t  g av e  ris e,
in  1 9 8 7,  to  t h e  h u g ely  s ucc e s sful  Associa tion  of  Ce r tifica t e d  Field
Arch a eologis t s  (ACFA), e s t a blish e d  by  his  s t u d e n t s  a s  a  w ay  of  u sing  t h e
skills  h e  h a d  imp a r t e d  to  t h e m  to  s u p po r t  bo t h  co m m u ni ty-b a s e d  a n d
a c a d e mic/co m m e r cial a r c h a eology.

H aving  m ove d  to  Du mfrie s  in  1 9 6 6,  Lionel  u n d e r took  t h e
exc ava tion  of  t wo  ve ry  impo r t a n t  E a rly  N e olit hic  fun e r a ry  m o n u m e n t s  –
long  c ai rn s  b uil t  ove r  b u r n t-dow n  r ec t a n g ula r  tim b e r  m o r t u a ry  s t r u c t u r e s
– a t  Loch hill  (196 9–71)  a n d  Slew c ai rn  (197 3–81)  in  t h e  for m e r  S t e w a r t ry
of  Kirkc u d b rig h t .  H e  w a s  e s p e cially  in t e r e s t e d  in  p r e his to ric  c ai r n s ,  a n d
fel t  t h a t  t h e s e  two  si t e s  wo uld  give  his  s t u d e n t s  a n d  volun t e e r s  good
exp e ri e nc e  in  s u rveying,  exc ava tin g  a n d  r e co r ding.  The  Loch hill
m o n u m e n t  h a d  only b e e n  discove r e d  t h e  p r evious  ye ar,  w h e n  t h e  low  hill
on  w hich  it  w a s  loca t e d  w a s  b ro u g h t  u n d e r  c ul tiva tion  (Willia m s  1 9 6 8;
H e n s h all 1 9 7 2,  1 5 9,  4 5 7).

The  exc ava tions  w e r e  u n d e r t a k e n  on  a  s ho e s t ring,  wi th  fun ding
ob t ain e d  fro m  Glas gow  U nive r si ty, t h e  Socie ty of Antiqu a rie s  of Sco tla n d,
Du mfrie s s hi r e  a n d  Gallow ay N a t u r al  His to ry  a n d  Antiqu a ri a n  Socie ty  a n d
fro m  Du mfri es s hi r e  Ext r a-M u r al  s t u d e n t s .  Addition al  fundin g  for  t h e  fir s t
ye a r  of t h e  Sl ewc ai r n  exc ava tion  – w hich  t h a t  yea r  w a s  co-di r ec t e d  by  Ia n
Kinn es  – w a s  ob t ain e d  fro m  N e w  E n gla n d  Colleg e  in  S us s ex  w h e r e  h e
w a s  t h e n  a  lec t u r er, wi th  Ame rica n  s t u d e n t s  fro m  t h a t  Colleg e  joining  t h e
m o r e  local dig  t e a m.

The  exc ava tions  w e r e  c a r ri e d  ou t  m e ticulously,  wi t h  d u e  a t t e n tion
to  d e t ail  a n d  wi th  h u n d r e d s  of  p ho tog r a p h s  b eing  t ak e n,  a n d  bo t h  si t e s
w e r e  co m ple t ely  exc ava t e d.  Annu al  u p d a t e s  w e r e  p u blish e d  in  Discov ery
and  Excava tion  in  S c o tlan d  (in  1 9 6 9  a n d  1 9 7 0  for  Loch hill,  a n d  1 9 7 3–80
for  Sl ewc ai r n),  a n d  a  s u m m a ry  r e po r t  on  t h e  r e s ul t s  of  t h e  Loch hill
exc ava tion,  including  a  r a dioc a r bo n  d a t e ,  w a s  p u blis h e d  in  t h e  jou r n al
A ntiquity  in  1 9 7 3  (M as t e r s  1 9 7 3)  a n d  in  Curre n t  Archaeology  in  1 9 7 2
(M as t e r s  1 9 7 2).  An  u n p u blish e d  typ esc rip t  in t e ri m  r e po r t  on  t h e
Slew c ai rn  exc ava tion  w a s  p ro d uc e d  in 1 9 7 7  (M as t e r s  1 9 7 7).  H o w ever, no



final  r e po r t  w a s  p ro d uc e d  for  ei t h e r  of  t h e  m o n u m e n t s ,  a n d  w hile  so m e
initi al pos t-exc ava tion  s p eci alis t  r e po r tin g  w a s  u n d e r t ak e n,  t h e r e  w e r e  no
funds  to  co m ple t e  t h e  n e c e s s a ry  wo rk  o r  to  p u blish  t h e  d efini tive  r e po r t s ,
a n d  so  t h e  a r c hive  r e m ain e d  in  Lionel’s  ho us e  in  Doun e  u n til  af t e r  his
d e a t h .  The  cu r r e n t  a u t ho r  p ro mis e d  Lionel’s  wife  M a r g a r e t  t h a t  s h e
wo uld  g e t  t h e  wo rk  don e  to  b ring  bo t h  si t e s  to  full  p u blica tion,  a n d  wit h
a s si s t a nc e  fro m  Ian  M a r s h all  of  ACFA a n d  g e n e ro us  fina ncial  h elp  fro m
Glas gow  Arch a eologic al  Socie ty, t h e  P r e his to ric  Socie ty  a n d  Fo r e s t ry  a n d
Lan d  Sco tl a n d  (pe r  M a t t  Ritc hie),  t h a t  wo rk  h a s  b e e n  u n d e r w ay  sinc e
2 0 2 0,  wi th  a  view  to  p u blica tion  in  2 0 2 4.  Os t eologis t  Angela  Boyle,  li thic
s p eci alis t  Torb e n  Ballin  a n d  pl a n t  r e m ains  s p e cialis t  S us a n  R a m s ey  h ave
joine d  t h e  a u t ho r  in  s t u dying  t h e  finds  fro m  t h e  t wo  m o n u m e n t s ,  a n d  a
s ui t e  of  eigh t  r a dioc a r bo n  d a t e s  h av e  b e e n  ob t ain e d  so  far.  The  r e s ul t s
a r e  exci ting  a n d  t h ey  u n d e rline  t h e  impor t a nc e  of  t h e s e  m o n u m e n t s  in
a dva ncin g  ou r  u n d e r s t a n ding  of  t h e  evolu tion  of  Clyde  Cai rn s  in  sou t h-
w e s t  S co tl an d  fro m  t h ei r  no n-m e g ali t hic  ‘forb e a r s’. 

L o c h h i l l

The  long  c ai rn  a t  Loch hill, N e w  Abbey (NGR NX  9 6 8 8  6 5 0 7,  Ca n m o r e  ID
6 5 4 2 8)  w a s  loca t e d  on  t h e  no r t h e r n  slop e  of  a  low  hill,  so m e  9  k m  so u t h
of  Du mfrie s  a n d  a ro u n d  3  k m  fro m  t h e  Ni th  Es t u a ry,  a t  a n  al ti t ud e  of  4 8
m  (Fig.  1). I t  is ove rlooke d  by Criffel, t h e  high e s t  hill in t h e  a r e a .

Fig. 1  Location  of  Loch hill (L) an d  S l e w cairn  (S)

Befor e  exc ava tion  t h e  m o n u m e n t  a p p e a r e d  a s  a  low,  oval  g r a s s-
cove r e d  c ai rn,  2 5  m  long,  1 4  m  in  m axim u m  wid t h  a n d  1.7  m  hig h,  wi t h
its  b ro a d  e n d  tow a r d s  t h e  no r t h  e a s t ,  wi th  a  few  s ton e s  poking  t h rou g h
t h e  veg e t a tion.  Exc ava tion  r a pidly  e s t a blish e d  t h a t  it  w a s  a  t r a p ezoid al
c ai r n  wit h  a  s h allow  m e g alit hic  faç a d e  m a d e  fro m  ove rla p pin g  g r a ni t e
sla bs  wi th  so m e  d rys ton e  w alling  a bove  t h e  sla bs.  F ro m  t h e  c e n t r e  of t his
faç a d e  a  s m all  sla b-b uilt  ‘cha m b e r’  ex t e n d e d  in to  t h e  c ai rn  (Fig.  2).  The
c ai r n,  w hic h  h a d  cle a rly  b e e n  s u bjec t  to  rob bing,  w a s  e d g e d  by  a



r eve t m e n t  of  g r a ni t e  bo uld e r s  a n d  blocks,  a n d  t h e  for ecou r t  h a d  b e e n
d elibe r a t ely  a n d  c a r efully  blocke d  wi t h  s plit  a n d  ro u n d e d  bo uld e r s ,
a m o n g  w hich  w e r e  foun d  t h r e e  w hi t e  q u a r tzi t e  s to n e s .  

Fig.  2  Th e  Loch hill  m o n u m e n t  a t  an  early  s tag e  of  t h e  e xcava tion.  T h e
forecour t  bloc king  m a t e rial has  b e e n  re m ov e d.  Pho to: Lion el M a s t ers

F u r t h e r  exc ava tion  r eve ale d  t h a t  t h e  c ai rn,  faç a d e  a n d  (p rob a bly a t
lea s t  p a r t  of)  t h e  s to n e  ‘cha m b e r’  h a d  b e e n  a d d e d  to  a n  e a r lie r  fun e r a ry
m o n u m e n t  t h a t  h a d  s t a r t e d  it s  life  a s  a  fr e e-s t a n ding,  op e n-side d
r e c t a n g ula r  tim b e r  m o r t u a ry  c h a m b er,  7 .5  m  long  a n d  wi th  a n  ave r a g e
wid t h  of  1 .4  m,  s e t  wi thin  a  r e c t a n g ul a r  hollow  t h a t  h a d  b e e n  exc ava t e d
t h ro u g h  t h e  g ro u n d  s u rf ac e  to  a  d e p t h  of  1 2  c m  a n d  fron t e d  by  a
s h allowly cu rving  faç a d e  m a d e  fro m  1 6  u p rig h t  t im b e r  pos t s  (Fig.  3).  The
fou r  pos t s  a t  t h e  c e n t r e  of  t h e  faç a d e  h a d  b e e n  s e t  in to  a  t r e n c h,  a n d  in
t h e  u p c a s t  fro m  t his  t r e nc h  w e r e  foun d  t wo  p ai r s  of t h e  side  s to n e s  of t h e
s ton e  ‘cha m b e r’,  s u g g e s tin g  t h a t  t h ey  m ay  h ave  b e e n  e r e c t e d  a t  t his
s t a g e ,  ex t e n ding  fro m  t h e  c e n t r e  of  t h e  ti m b e r  faça d e  in  line  wi th  t h e
m o r t u a ry  s t r u c t u r e  to  for m  a  po rc h-like  fea t u r e .  

E a c h  e n d  of t h e  m o r t u a ry  ch a m b e r  h a d  co nsis t e d  of a  m a s sive,  s pli t
o ak  t r u nk  a ro u n d  9 0  c m  in  di a m e t er,  e r e c t e d  wi th  t h e  fla t  s u rfac e  facing
inw a r d s ,  a n d  s e t  in a  hole  7 5  c m  d e e p  – w hich  s u g g e s t s  a n  o rigin al h eigh t
a bove  t h e  top  of  t h e  pos t  hole  of  a ro u n d  2.25  m.  Mid-w ay  b e t w e e n  t h e s e
D-s h a p e d  pos t s  h a d  s tood  a  p ai r  of s m aller, ro u n d  pos t s  wi t h  dia m e t e r s  of



3 0  c m  a n d  2 5  c m,  s e t  wit hin  a n  oval  pi t  7 5  c m  d e e p,  a n d  t r ac es  of
t r a n sve r s e  oak  pl a nking  (which  Lion el  in t e r p r e t e d  a s  a  floor)   w e r e  foun d
in  on e  h alf  of  t h e  s t r uc t u r e .  I t  is  b elieve d  t h a t  t h e  c e n t r al  pos t s  h a d
s u p po r t e d  a  pl a tfo r m  u po n  w hich  a  h u m a n  body  – o r  p a r t  t h e r eof  – h a d
b e e n  plac e d,  a n d  t h e  a b u n d a n t  p r e s e nc e  of  bi rch  b a rk  in  t h e  ch a m b e r
a r e a  indica t e s  t h a t  t h e  ch a m b e r  h a d  b e e n  cove r e d  wi th  so m e  kind  of  fla t
roofing  (thou g h  no t  a  pi tch e d  roof,  a s  Pa ul  Ashb e e  h a d  p ro pos e d  for
si mila r  s t r u c t u r e s  foun d  in so u t h e r n  E n gla n d). 

Fig.  3  Co m posi t e  plan  of  t h e  Loc h hill m o n u m e n t  in  it s  final, pr e-bloc kag e
for m,  b y  Lion el  M a s t er s.  N o t e  t ha t  t h e  cairn  s ton e s  cov ering  t h e  re m ains
of  t h e  ti m b er  m or t uary  s truc t ur e  an d  façad e  are  o mi t t e d  

H aving  s tood  for  a  w hile,  i t  a p p e a r s  t h a t  t h e  m o r t u a ry  c h a m b e r  a n d
t h e  tim b e r  faça d e  w e r e  d elibe r a t ely b u r n t  do w n,  a n d  s m all boulde r s  w e r e
t h row n  in to  t h e  a r e a  w h e r e  t h e  c h a m b e r  h a d  s tood  w hile  t h e  e m b e r s
w e r e  s till  ho t .  A low  s ton e  w all  w a s  cons t r u c t e d  in  t h e  footp rin t  of  t h e
for m e r  ch a m b er,  cove ring  t h e  ou t e r  e d g e s  of  t h e  t h r e e  axial  pos t  holes,
a n d  a t  t h e  s a m e  tim e  a  t r a p ezoidal  c ai rn  w a s  a d d e d,  wi th  it s  s to n e
forecou r t  si t u a t e d  sligh tly  b eyon d  w h e r e  t h e  tim b e r  faç a d e  h a d  s tood.
The  s to n e  ‘cha m b e r’ w a s  p ro b a bly ex t e n d e d,  a n d  a  b a ck  sla b  ins e r t e d ,  a t
t his  s t a g e  (Fig.  4).  Tha t  c ai rn  effec tively  s e al e d  t h e  si t e  of  t h e  m o r t u a ry
c h a m b e r  a n d  it s  faça d e.  At  t h e  no r t h-w e s t  co r n e r  of  t h e  c ai r n,  a n
a p p a r e n t  ex t e nsion  of  t h e  c ai rn  ou tw a r d s ,  wi th  a n  ou t e r  line  of
r eve t m e n t ,  w a s  ini tially  t hou g h t  to  r el a t e  to  a  la t e r  p h a s e  of  a c tivi ty  b u t
Lion el  la t e r  d rop p e d  t his  hypo t h esis  in  favou r  of  t h e  ide a  t h a t  t h e  c ai r n
d e sign  w a s  a m e n d e d  d u rin g  it s  ini ti al cons t r u c tion.    



Fig. 4  Excava tion  of  t h e  s to n e  ‘cha m b er’, 1 9 7 0.  Pho to: Lion el M a s t ers

Tha t  w a s  no t  t h e  e n d,  a s  fa r  a s  s t r uc t u r al  m o difica tions  a r e
conc e r n e d.  The r e  is  evid e nc e  for  loc alise d  c ai rn  colla ps e ,  a n d  t h e
a d di tion  of  b u t t r e s sing  m a t e ri al,  b u t  how  soon  t his  occu r r e d  af t e r  t h e
c ai r n  w a s  co m ple t e d  is  u nk now n.  The  blocking  u p  of  t h e  s ton e  for ecou r t
faç a d e  is  likely  to  h ave  t ak e n  pl ac e  d u rin g  t h e  Ch alcoli thic  o r  E a rly
Bronze  Age,  w h e n  a  Be ak e r  po t  w a s  d e posi t e d  on  top  of t h e  c ai rn.  In  t h e
m o r e  r ec e n t  p a s t  t h e  c ai rn  a n d  t h e  for ecou r t  blocking  m a t e ri al  w e r e
ro b b e d,  a n d  a  pi t  w a s  d u g  a t  t h e  r e a r  of  t h e  s ton e  ‘cha m b e r’,  p e r h a p s  in
s e a r c h  of  t r e a s u r e .  Wh a t  t h e  pi t-digg e r  u n e a r t h e d,  how ever,  w e r e  ove r
1 8 0  s h e r d s  of  E a rly  N eoli thic  po t t e ry  of  t h e  Ca rin a t e d  Bowl  t r a di tion,
r e p r e s e n ting  eig h t  o r  nin e  c a rin a t e d  a n d  u nc a rin a t e d  ves s els  t h a t  m ay
w ell  h ave  b e e n  d e posi t e d  wi t h  offe rin gs  to  t h e  d e a d  w hile  t h e  ti m b e r
m o r t u a ry  s t r u c t u r e  w a s  in  u s e  (Fig.  5).  S a dly,  t hos e  s h e r d s  a r e  t h e  only
el e m e n t  of  t h e  finds  a s s e m bl ag e  t h a t  c a n no t  no w  b e  loca t e d,  b u t  t h ei r
ide n tifica tion  a s  e a rly,  ‘t r a di tion al  Ca rin a t e d  Bowl’  po t t e ry  is  cle a r  fro m
Lion el’s p ho tog r a p h s  a n d  exc ava tion  no t e s .   



Fig. 5  Ri m s h er ds  of  early  Carinat e d  Bo wl  po t t ery. Pho to: Lion el M a s t er s

The  only  h u m a n  r e m ains  to  b e  di scove r e d  a t  Loch hill  w e r e  s m all
fra g m e n t s  of  c alcine d  bo n e,  in  poo r  con dition,  foun d  wi thin  t h e  a r e a  of
t h e  m o r t u a ry  ch a m b er. Lion el’s s u s picion  t h a t  t h e  bo n es  all b elon g  to  on e
individu al  h a s  b e e n  confi r m e d  by  Angela  Boyle,  w ho  h a s  exa min e d  t h e  c
2 2 3  g  of  bo n e  fra g m e n t s  r ec e n tly;  t h ey  for m  p a r t  of  t h e  body  of  a n  a d ul t
m al e,  wi t h  p a r t s  of  t h e  skull,  of  a r m  long  bo n e s ,  a n d  a  kn e e c a p  p r e s e n t .
H ow  t h es e  inco m ple t e  c r e m a t e d  bo dy  p a r t s  c a m e  to  b e  in  t h e  m o r t u a ry
s t r uc t u r e  is a  m a t t e r  for  d e b a t e:  Lion el  a r g u e d  t h a t  t h ey  w e r e  pl ac e d  a s  a
tok e n  d e posi t ,  af t e r  t h e  s t r uc t u r e  b u r n t  dow n,  b u t  it  is  a r g u a bly  e q u ally
o r  m o r e  likely  t h a t  t h ey  h a d  b e e n  p r e s e n t  in  t h e  m o r t u a ry  s t r uc t u r e ,  a s
dis a r ticul a t e d  bo dy  p a r t s ,  a n d  b e c a m e  c r e m a t e d  a s  i t  w a s  b u r n t  do w n.
This  r ais e s  in t rig uing  q u e s tions  a bo u t  fun e r a ry  p r a c tice s,  disc uss e d
fur t h e r  b elow;  w h a t  is  s t riking  is  t h a t  jus t  a  single  individu al  (an d
inco m ple t e  a t  t h a t)  w a s  b ein g  m e m o rialise d  in  t h e  m o n u m e n t .  Pe r h a p s
t h a t  p e r so n  w a s  po r t r ay e d,  for  fu tu r e  g e n e r a tions,  a s  a  foun ding  m e m b e r
of t h e  co m m u ni ty.

Apa r t  fro m  t h e  E a rly N e oli t hic  po t t e ry, o th e r  a r t ef ac t u al  finds  w e r e
no t  a b u n d a n t  a t  Loch hill.  Jus t  t w elve  lithic  a r t efac t s  w e r e  foun d  – el eve n
of  flin t  a n d  on e  of  ch e r t  (along  wi th  a n  u n wo rk e d  fra g m e n t  of  ch e r t).  Of
t h e s e ,  only  on e  is  likely  to  r el a t e  to  t h e  ini tial  u s e  of  t h e  m o n u m e n t:  a
fra g m e n t  of  a  h e avily  b u r n t  sc al e-flake d  knife  of  E a rly  N e olit hic  typ e ,
w hich  m ay  h av e  b e e n  in  t h e  m o r t u a ry  s t r uc t u r e  a s  i t  b u r n t  dow n.  (The
p r e cis e  co-o r din a t e s  a r e  no t  no t e d  on  t h e  find  lab el.)  Torb e n  Ballin’s



r e po r t  s t a t e s  t h a t  t h e  o th e r  lithic  finds  co m p ri se  fou r  piec e s  of  d e bi t a g e ,
t wo  co r e s ,  t wo  sc r a p e r s,  a  u s e d  d e n ticul a t e d  tool,  a  fr ag m e n t  pos sibly
fro m  a  s econ d  knife  (no t  polish e d  a s  h a d  b e e n  claim e d  in  DE S  1 9 6 9 ) a n d
a  flake  wi t h  a n  ind e n t a tion.  On e  flin t  co r e ,  foun d  in  a  pi t  a t  t h e  top  of t h e
c ai r n,  is of a  La t e  M esoli thic  typ e  a n d  m ay  h av e  b e e n  inco r po r a t e d  wi thin
t h e  c ai rn  m a t e ri al  by  a ccide n t .  The  ch e r t  flake  is  of loc al  c h e r t ,  a n d  w hile
m os t  of  t h e  flin t  could  conc eiva bly  h ave  b e e n  ob t ain e d  fro m  t h e  co as t ,
t wo  of  t h e  tools  ( th e  d e n ticul a t e d  a n d  inde n t e d  it e m s)  a r e  of  bl ack  flin t
a n d  m ay  h av e  b e e n  im po r t e d  fro m  a  consid e r a ble  dis t a nc e  to  t h e  sou t h-
e a s t  d u rin g  t h e  La t e  N eoli thic;  on e  w a s  foun d  on  top  of  t h e  c ai rn,  t h e
o th e r  in topsoil.

The  fai rly  s m all  Be ak e r  foun d  a t  t h e  top  of  t h e  c ai rn,  d e co r a t e d
wi th  zon es  of  co m b-imp r e s s e d  g eo m e t ric  m o tifs  including  c ris s-c ros s
b a n d s  a n d  n e s t e d  c h ev rons,  is  of  a  typ e  (sho r t-n e ck e d,  Cla rk e’s  ‘N2’  o r
‘N3’  typ e)  likely  to  d a t e  to  b e t w e e n  2 3 0 0  BC  a n d  2 0 0 0  BC.  N o  bo n e s
w e r e  foun d  wi th  it  a n d  it  is  u ncle a r  w h e t h e r  it  w a s  r el a t e d  to  a ny
fun e r a ry  a c tivi ty. 

Activity  a t  a  m u c h  la t e r  d a t e ,  b u t  of  u nk now n  n a t u r e  –  a  c a s u al
loss?  A good-luck  d e posi t?  – is  a t t e s t e d  by  a  fra g m e n t  of  a n  Anglo-S axon
silve r  coin  (Fig.  6).  Ide n tified  by  Lloyd  Laing  in  1 9 7 0,  t his  is  a  cu t  AR
h alfpe n ny  of  E a d g ar,  AD 9 5 9–97 5,  m a d e  by  t h e  m o n eye r  Du r a n d  (Laing
1 9 7 3,  4 9).  Oth e r  Anglian/Anglo-S axon  m a t e ri al  in  so u t h-w e s t  Sco tla n d
w a s  discus s e d  by Laing  (ibid .), a n d  of cou r s e  t h e  famou s  Gallow ay H o a r d,
d e posi t e d  a ro u n d  AD 9 0 0,  includ e s  Anglo-S axon  a r t ef ac t s  (Goldb e r g  a n d
Davis 2 0 2 1).

Fig. 6  Obv ers e  an d  rev ers e  of  t h e  c u t  A n glo-S axon  halfpe n n y  of  Ead gar. 
Pho to: Alison  S h e ridan



For e s t ry  a n d  Lan d  S co tl an d  h ave,  for  t h e  c u r r e n t  p rojec t,  fund e d
t h r e e  AMS  r a dioca r bo n  d a t e s  r el a ting  to  t h e  m o r t u a ry  ch a m b e r  –  on e
fro m  c alcine d  h u m a n  bo n e  (SUERC-1 0 7 4 5 0),  on e  fro m  bi rc h  b a rk
(SUERC-1 0 7 4 5 2)  a n d  on e  fro m  t h e  ou t e r  r i ng s  of  a n  oak  pl a nk  (SUERC-
1 0 7 4 5 1).  The  r e s ul t s  a r e  s t r ikingly  consis t e n t  (Fig.  7)  a n d  pl ac e  t his
p h a s e  of t h e  m o n u m e n t  a t  3 7 0 6–352 7  cal BC  (95.4% ; Bayesi a n  m o d elling
by  Rick  Sc h ul ting).  Thes e  d a t e s  p rovid e  a  fa r  m o r e  a cc u r a t e  a n d  p r ecis e
e s tim a t e  of  t h e  d a t e  of  t h e  m o r t u a ry  s t r u c t u r e  t h a n  t h e  conve n tion al  1 4C
d a t e  t h a t  Lionel  ob t aine d  in  1 9 7 0  o r  ’71  fro m  a  piec e  of  pla nking  (I-
6 4 0 9R, 5 0 7 0 ± 1 0 5  BP, 4 2 1 6–364 1  c al BC).

Fig. 7  Bay e sian  m o d el, by  Ric k  S c h ul ting,  of  t h e  n e wly-ob tain e d  
radiocarbo n  da t e s  for Loc h hill an d  S l e w cairn  co m m is sion e d  b y  Fores try  
and  Land  S c o tlan d

S l e w c a i r n

Loc a t e d  jus t  5 .79  k m  sou t h-w e s t  of  Loch hill,  a n d  si t u a t e d  on  t h e  slop e  of
M eikle  H a r d  Hill,  t h e  long  c ai r n  a t  Sl ewc ai rn  (NGR  NX  9 2 3 9  6 1 4 2,
Ca n mo r e  ID 6 5 4 9 1)  offe r s  m a ny  si mila ri tie s  wit h  it s  n eig h bou r  (Figs  8,9).
I t,  too,  is  a  t r a p ezoid al  long  c ai r n  (c.  2 5  x  m ax.  1 5  m)  wi th  a  m e g ali t hic
faç a d e  t h a t  cove r e d  t h e  r e m ains  of  a  b u r n t-dow n  ti m b e r  m o r t u a ry
s t r uc t u r e ,  a n d  it s  for ecou r t  w a s  d elibe r a t ely  block e d,  al mos t  c e r t ainly  a t
a  ti m e  w h e n  Be ak e r  po t t e ry  (of  All-Ove r-Cor d  typ e)  w a s  in  u s e.  I t  diffe r s



fro m  Loch hill  in  h aving  h a d  a  p ave d  a r e a  b e hin d  t h e  ro u g hly  N–S-
o rie n t a t e d  m o r t u a ry  s t r uc t u r e;  in  con t aining  t h e  c r e m a t e d  r e m ains  of
s eve n  individu als;  in  p ro d ucin g  a  la r g e r  a r t efac t u al  a s s e m bl a g e;  a n d  in
exp e ri e ncing  a  m o r e  co m plex  his to ry  of  m o difica tion.  Mo r eover,  no  t r a c e
of a ny  tim b e r  faç a d e  w a s  foun d,  al t hou g h  a ny  s uc h  t r a c e s  m ay  h av e  b e e n
d e s t roye d  w h e n  t h e  c ai rn  w a s  co ns t r uc t e d.  

Fig. 8  S l e w cairn  in  1 9 7 4,  s ho win g  t h e  façad e.  Pho to: Lion el M a s t ers

The  his to ry  of  t h e  m o n u m e n t  includ e s  t h e  ins e r tion  of  a  ‘pass a g e’
lea ding  to  a  ‘cha m b e r’,  cons t r uc t e d  by  hollowing  ou t  p a r t  of  t h e  c ai r n
(Fig.  9);  t h e  d e posi tion  of  All-Ove r-Cor d  (AOC) d e co r a t e d  Be ak e r  po t t e ry
in  t h e  for eco u r t  p rio r  to  (or  a ro u n d  t h e  t im e  of)  it s  blocking;  a n d  t h e
d e posi tion  of  a  coa r s e  po t ,  pos sibly  a s socia t e d  wit h  a  tiny  a mo u n t  of
c r e m a t e d  bo n e,  in  a  pi t  b e sid e  t h e  c ai rn;  t his  las t  a c t  m ay  w ell  h ave
occ u r r e d  d u ring  t h e  E a rly  Bronze  Age.  La t e r  s till,  t h e  c ai rn  w a s  ro b b e d,
a n d  in t h e  r ela tively r e c e n t  p a s t ,  la m bing  p e n s  w e r e  cons t r uc t e d  u sing  it s
s ton es .



Fig. 9  Plan  of  S l e w cairn  in  1 9 7 7,  b y  Lionel M a s t er s

As  a t  Lochhill,  t h e  m o r t u a ry  s t r uc t u r e  (8  x  1.0–1.1  m)  w a s
con s t r u c t e d  fro m  a  s pli t  oak  t r u nk,  wi th  a  c e n t r al  pos t hole  b e t w e e n  t h e
t wo  h alves.  Wh e n  it  w a s  b u r n t  do w n,  s to n e s  w e r e  t h row n  in to  t h e
r e c t a n g ula r  a r e a  w hile  t h e  e m b e r s  w e r e  s till  ho t ,  a n d  t h e n  t h e  footp rin t
of  t h e  ch a m b e r  w a s  m a rk e d  by  a  low  s ton e  w all,  cons t r uc t e d  w h e n  t h e
c ai r n  w a s  b uilt  (Fig. 1 0).



Fig.  1 0  Vie w  along  t h e  w alling  cons tr uc t e d  on  t h e  foot prin t  of  t h e  ti m b er
m o r t uary  s t ruc t ur e,  1 9 7 6.  Pho to: Lion el M a s t ers  

The  p ave d  a r e a  b e hin d  t h e  m o r t u a ry  s t r u c t u r e  w a s  d elimi t e d  on  t h e
N  a n d  S  by  t wo  s t a n din g  s to n e s .  The  only  finds  in  t his  a r e a  w e r e  s h e r d s
of E a rly  N eoli thic  ‘t r a di tion al  Ca rin a t e d  Bowl’ po t t e ry  – t h e  s a m e  kind  of
po t t e ry  foun d  in t h e  for ecou r t  a r e a .  

The  p a t t e r n  of  finds  is  dis tinc tive.  A  m u c h  la rg e r  a n d  b e t t e r-
p r e s e rve d  a s s e m bla g e  of  c alcin e d  h u m a n  bo n e  w a s  foun d  t h a n  in
Loch hill,  vi r t u ally  all  of  i t  in  t h e  a r e a  of  t h e  m o r t u a ry  c h a m b e r  (Fig.  1 1).
Ang ela  Boyle’s  p ain s t aking  wo rk  h a s  e s t a blish e d  t h a t  t h e  p a r ti al  r e m ains
of  s eve n  individu als  a r e  p r e s e n t:  a t  lea s t  t h r e e  m ale  a n d  two  fem ale
a d ul t s ,  a n d  t wo  s u b-a d ul t s  w hos e  s ex  c a n no t  b e  d e t e r min e d.  The  bo n e s
s how  signs  of  h aving  b e e n  c r e m a t e d  wi th  t h e  flesh  s till  on,  a n d  h e r e ,  a s
a t  Loch hill,  t his  r ai s e s  t h e  fascin a tin g  q u e s tion  of  w h a t  h a p p e n e d  to  t h e
bodie s.  The  working  hypo t h e sis  b ein g  for m e d  now  is  t h a t  co m ple t e
bodie s  m ay  h ave  b e e n  laid  ou t  on  t h e  p aving,  to  allow  p a r ti al
d eco m position,  t h e n  p a r t s  w e r e  t r a n sfe r r e d  to  t h e  m o r t u a ry  c h a m b er,
b ein g  c r e m a t e d  w h e n  t h e  ch a m b e r  w a s  b u r n t  do w n.  Alte r n a tively,
co m ple t e  bodie s  m ay  h av e  b e e n  plac e d  in  t h e  c h a m b er,  t h e n  p a r t s  w e r e
r e m ove d;  t h e r e  is  m u c h  of t h e  ‘chor eo g r a p hy  of  d e a t h’ s till to  b e  wo rk e d
ou t.  



Fig. 1 1.  Dis tribu tion  of  calcine d  bo n e.  ( No t e: t h e  s m all a m o u n t  fro m  a
probably EBA pi t  ou t sid e  t h e  cairn  is no t  s ho w n). Plot t e d  fro m  Lion el

M a s t ers’ da ta  b y  Alison  an d  Linda S h eridan

The  po t t e ry  co m p ris e s  ove r  3 6 0  s h e r d s  of E a rly N eoli thic  po t t e ry  of
t r a di tion al  Ca rin a t e d  Bowl  typ e,  foun d  no t  only  on  t h e  p ave d  a r e a  ( > 6 0
s h e r d s)  b u t  al so  in  a n  old  lan d  s u rfac e  in  t h e  for ecou r t  (ne a r e s t  to,  a n d  in
line  wi th  t h e  m o r t u a ry  c h a m b e r:  > 3 0 0  s h e r d s)  a n d  u n d e r  t h e  c ai r n;
a m o n g  t h e  for ecou r t  blocking  m a t e ri al;  in  t h e  ‘porch’  a r e a;  a n d  a m o n g
t h e  s ton es  of  t h e  c ai r n.  Th r e e  tiny  s h e r d s  of  AOC  Beak e r  w e r e  foun d  in
t h e  for ecou r t ,  a n d  t h e  s h e r d s  of a  t hick-w alle d,  co a r s e ,  d eco r a t e d  po t  w a s
foun d  in  t h e  pi t  jus t  ou t sid e  t h e  W  e d g e  of  t h e  c ai r n  (no t  s how n  in  Fig.
1 0 ,  a s  foun d  pos t-1 9 7 7).

The  lithic  a s s e m bla g e  includ e s  a r t efac t s  of impor t e d  Ant rim  flin t  
(Fig.  1 2) a n d  of impor t e d  pi tc hs to n e  (Fig. 1 3), a  volca nic  gl as s  like  
obsidia n,  fro m  t h e  Isle  of Arr a n .  Torb e n  Ballin  h a s  ide n tified  bo t h  
u n b u r n t  a n d  b u r n t  a r t ef ac t s  of bo t h  m a t e ri als,  a n d  onc e  a g ain  t h e  
dis t rib u tion  p a t t e r n  is in t e r e s ting  (Fig.  1 4): t h e  pi tchs ton e  a r t efac t s  a r e  
all fro m  t h e  b u ri e d  soil, m os tly in t h e  for ecou r t ,  for  exa m ple.  The  only 



li thic  finds  in t h e  m o r t u a ry  c h a m b e r  a r e a  w e r e  t wo  flin t  knives  a n d  a  leaf-
s h a p e d  a r row h e a d,  all b u r n t .

Fig. 1 2  Exa m ple s  of  flin t  ar t e fac t s  fro m  Sl e w cairn.  T h e  t w o  on  t h e  lef t ,  if 
no t  all four, are  of  high  q uality  An tri m  flin t.  Fro m  lef t: b ur n t  scale-flak e d  
k nif e; b ur n t  e n d  scrap er; e n d  scrap er-c u m-k nif e,  u n b ur n t; scale-
flak e d/s errat e d  k nif e,  u n b ur n t .  Pho to: B e v erley  Ballin  S mi t h

Fig.  1 3  Exa m ple s  of  u n b ur n t  ( top) an d  b ur n t  (bot to m)  pi tc hs to n e  fro m  
S le w cairn.  Pho to: Alison  S h eridan



r t

Fig. 1 4  Dis tribu tion  of  pi t chs ton e,  by  Torbe n  Ballin  

A  s ui t e  of  five  r a dioc a r bo n  d a t e s ,  fund e d  by  For es t ry  a n d  Lan d
Sco tl a n d,  h ave  r eve al e d  t h a t  t h e  ' mo r t u a ry  c h a m b e r’  p h a s e  of  a c tivity  –
d a t e d  by  s a m ples  of  b u r n t  bi rc h  b a rk  (SUERC-1 0 7 4 5 5),  c alcine d  h u m a n
bo n e  (SUERC-1 0 7 4 5 6  a n d  -1 0 7 4 6 0)  a n d  oak  c h a r co al  (SUERC-1 0 7 4 5 4)  –
d a t e s  to  3 7 0 1–356 6  cal  BC  (95.4%  probabili ty) ,  m a king  t hi s  po t e n tially
con t e m po r a ry  wi th  it s  cou n t e r p a r t  a t  Loch hill.  A fu r t h e r  d a t e ,  of  3 3 3 2–
3 0 1 5  c al  BC  (SUERC-1 0 7 4 5 3,  4 4 5 0 ± 2 4  BP),  fro m  b u r n t  h az elnu t  s h ell
foun d  u n d e r  t h e  faça d e,  could  b e  con t e m po r a ry  wi t h  t h e  a d di tion  of  t h e
‘pass a g e’ a n d  ‘cha m b e r’, b u t  t his  is impossible  to  p rove.   

C o n c l u s i o n s

Work  on  t h e  finds  con tinu e s,  wi t h  m o r e  d e t ails  of  t h e  ove r all  n a r r a tive
n e e ding  to  b e  a d d e d,  a n d  t h e  p rojec t  is  on  t a r g e t  for  full  p u blica tion  in
la t e  2 0 2 3  o r  e a r ly  2 0 2 4.  Diffe r e n t  in t e r p r e t a tions  fro m  t hos e  a do p t e d  by
Lion el  a r e  b eing  conside r e d ,  a n d  pla ns  a r e  afoo t  to  u n d e r t ak e  iso top e
a n alysis  of t h e  c alcine d  bo n es  to  s e e  w h e t h e r  t h e  d e a d  h a d  b e e n  b ro u g h t
u p  locally.  Glas gow  Arch a eological  Socie ty,  like  t h e  o t h e r  fund e r s,  is
t h a nk e d  for  it s  g e n e ro us  s u p po r t  of t h e  p rojec t.  Watch  t his  s p a c e!
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