Illus 1 Location of Abernethy.
(Crown Copyright.
All rights reserved.
Licence number AL 100034704)
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Introduction

Archaeological method

Mr Steven Johnston, architectural technologist,
commissioned SUAT on behalf of his client, Mr William
Sutherland, to undertake an archaeological excavation
and watching brief on the site of a new house at School
Wynd, Abernethy. The proposed development area lay
within a former walled garden 23000m2 in size located
on the west side of School Wynd, centred on NGR NO
1895 1640. The work (SUAT site code AE16) was undertaken during the period 20–29 November 2006 in good
weather conditions. The requirement was to excavate
an area up to 10m x 10m within the footprint of
the proposed new building, in order to fully expose a
stone scatter encountered by AOC Archaeology Ltd
during a previous evaluation of the site (Wilson 2006).
The work was designed to satisfy the archaeological
condition on development application reference
05/01225/FUL.

The evaluation trenches excavated by AOC remained
open at the time of the excavation, with the stone
spread clearly visible in the southern end of Trench 2.
A trench measuring 10m x 10m was excavated within
the new build footprint around the stone spread,
essentially an expansion of the evaluation trench.
This was executed using a JCB excavator equipped
with a toothless ditching bucket. Initially, excavation
was halted at the ﬁrst apparent archaeological horizon
encountered. A Temporary Benchmark (TBM) was set
up at a height of 35.50m AOD, tied to an OS benchmark
at 35.4848m located 0.5m above present ground height
at the base of the round tower (veriﬁed 1966).

Excavation

Details of work

Phase numbers refer to features grouped according to
approximately contemporaneous origins (assumed).

The site (Illus 1 and 2)
The site occupied a subrectangular plot of land on the
west side of School Wynd, immediately to the north of
the Culdee Tearooms and 10m northwest of the early
medieval round tower, which lies diagonally opposite
across the street. It was entirely enclosed by Victorian
brick walls, and contained a concreted patio area
fronting a terraced row of lockup garages. Recently,
it had been unused, but had previously been a garden.
The new build house was to be located to the north
of the garages and patio in the part of the site formerly
used for horticulture, downhill from the round tower.
Archaeological potential
The development area lay close to the historic core
of the Pictish royal site of Abernethy, only a few metres
from the early medieval Irish style round tower (NMRS
NO11NE 1) and documented location of an Early
Christian Culdee foundation (Anderson 1973, 92–96).
The Culdees were superseded in 1272–3 AD by an
Augustinian monastery, the walls of which were reputedly
still extant in the 18th century (MacDonald and Laing
1969–70, 130). An evaluation of the development area
conducted by AOC Archaeology Ltd in July 2006
exposed an unidentiﬁed stone spread within a ﬁll also
containing undiagnostic bone fragments (Wilson 2006),
which formed the focus of the excavation.
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Results of investigations

Phase III (not illustrated)
Immediately beneath the turf and 0.5m thick topsoil
(101) a 0.3m–0.4m thick deposit of leached brown
garden soil extended across the trench, intermixed
with modern brick and concrete rubble presumably
representing demolition of greenhouse structures
known to have existed on the site within recent memory.
Beneath this deposit, at a depth of 33.74m AOD, a track
or path [108] of rough cobble metalling was exposed,
set within a grey silt matrix (109) over a bed of brown
sand (110). This spanned the southern part of the trench
for 8m on a roughly northeast to southwest alignment,
but was truncated at its eastern end by a pit [103]
containing Victorian porcelain and other debris (not
retained), and a smaller, shallower pit [115] with a
sandy ﬁll (116) that showed signs of heat-induced
discolouration, suggesting a small ﬁre. A single sherd
of tin-glazed pottery from the redeposited silt (111)
immediately beneath the sand bedding (110) suggested
the track may have dated from the 18th century or later;
however, this sherd was recovered from the vicinity of the
pit [115] and so may have been a later inter-polation.
The track measured 2–2.5m across, and was partially
edged to north and south by an intermittent kerbing
of whinstone and dark sandstone boulders and cobbles
measuring 0.15–0.35m in diameter.
Phase II (Illus 4 and 8)
To either side and below the track, bands and patches
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Illus 2 Site location plan.
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Illus 3 Boundary wall line from Round Tower.
of grey or brown sandy clay were exposed, forming
successive strata (107), (136) interspersed by redeposited
brown silt (111) and with thin lenses of decayed organic
matter visible. It seemed possible that these deposits may
have represented relict ground or internal ﬂoor surfaces;
however, in view of the wall remains also exposed (see
following) a different interpretation seems more likely.
From the base of (111) was recovered a roughly squared
masonry block [146] of dark sandstone closely resembling those used in the lower courses of the nearby round
tower. To the north of the track and partially overlain
by it, the stone scatter from the evaluation was revealed
to be part of the remains of a 2.5m wide stone wall
foundation [113], extending for 5m from the western
baulk of the trench on a southeastern alignment, at a
height of 33.33m–33.45m AOD. This massive structure
was composed of mixed whinstone and sandstone
boulders and fragments of random size up to 0.8m in
diameter and tightly packed, with no obvious traces of
bonding material, forming one to two courses. At the
southeastern terminal a large (1m long) red sandstone
slab was positioned perpendicularly to the wall line to
give the appearance of facing, while several of the stones
along the northern long edge of the wall bore signs of
rough dressing. The clay deposits abutted the wall,
overlapping slightly the outermost stones. Immediately
on top of the wall fabric was a thin deposit of gravel,
(114) coating the uppermost stones. The wall was found
to lie on top of sandy silt bedding material (143) which
ﬁlled a construction trench [145]. 0.3m northwest of

[113], a deposit of clay (119) (a continuation of (136))
overlay a deposit of gravely sandy silt (131) ﬁlling a pit
[132], possibly an early robber pit, that had been itself
truncated by a Victorian pit [106]. This latter had also
truncated a second robber pit [120] that cut almost the
full width into wall [113] from the north, just before the
western baulk of the trench. A heavily corroded iron
nail was recovered from (131). Pit [120] contained lenses
of clay (123), (125) forming the primary and uppermost
ﬁlls of the pit, implying that it had been dug into the
wall through or beneath a build-up of clay soil.
One metre southeast of the terminal face of [113], a
second wall [138] was exposed beneath a deposit of dark
silt and jumbled boulders (112) at a height of 33.52m
AOD, overlain by track [108] but on a different, east–
west alignment. This structure was severely truncated,
being little more than a stub 1.5m broad facing [113]
across a partially paved possible entrance [159]. It had
probably been largely robbed out before being further
disturbed by the construction of the track. A possible
whetstone was recovered from amidst the stones of
[138]. Exposed in the southeastern corner of the trench
and visible in the eastern baulk was a possible wall
construction trench [196], 1m across (presumably
continuing into the unexcavated area) and up to 0.45m
deep with a ﬂat base and steep side (only one visible).
This may well have been associated with wall [138]. It
contained a silty clay (195), beneath a band of slumped
grey-brown clay (104) similar to (107) and (136) on the
western side of the excavated area. An effect of track
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Illus 4 Plan of Phase II.
Table 1 Radiocarbon dates.

[108] on the eastern part of the site may have been to
break up the clay deposits so noticeable in the western
baulk and make them far less distinct on the east.
No datable artefactual evidence was recovered from
within or beneath either of the two walls, but beneath
both structures lenses of charcoal (154), (155) were
exposed, allowing possible dating by AMS (Accelerator
Mass Spectrometry) radiocarbon analysis. (155) lay
within the lower ﬁll (144) of the construction trench
[145] of wall [113]. The results of radiocarbon analysis
suggested a date of construction in the ninth or tenth
century (Table 1).

Illus 5 Boundary wall line looking north-east.

Phase I (Illus 6 and 7)
Beneath these charcoal deposits at 32.92m AOD lay a
0.20–0.30m thick layer of redeposited brown sandy silt
(117), possibly a cultivation soil, lying directly over the
orange-brown sand-gravel natural subsoil. Beneath (117)
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Illus 6 Plan of Phase 1.
a series of basal cut features was exposed, including an
alignment of postholes [128], [180], [182], [184], [186],
that appeared to follow the stratigraphically later
alignment of wall [113], suggesting either an earlier
wooden fence or palisade or perhaps wooden reinforcement of the wall. [128] was in fact initially exposed in
the base of robber pit [120] and also partially beneath
(144), the lower ﬁll of the trench [145] containing wall
[113]. On the eastern side of the site, below wall [138],
several more posts [148], [152], [179] suggested a similar
arrangement in this area. Also exposed were three pits,
one [165] on the western edge of the trench containing
numerous heat-damaged stones in a matrix of mottled,
heat-discoloured silt (166) but no charcoal, one [167] to
the north of wall [113] (now removed) containing dark
grey clay silt (168) and a third [158] on the eastern edge
of the trench.
This last pit, 1m across, subcircular and ﬂanked
closely by two postholes [176] and [178] and lying at
32.83m AOD, contained an extremely compacted ﬁll
(157) suggestive of some form of mechanical or repetitive activity. A highly corroded fragment of iron and
what might have been a whetstone were recovered from
the upper ﬁll (156) of silt. Charcoal was extracted from
ﬁll (157), allowing radiocarbon dating. This suggested a
date of origin in the eighth or ninth century (see Table 1
and Interpretation).

Illus 7 Cut features in Phase 1.

Illus 8 West facing section of wall 113.
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Exposed in the eastern baulk of the trench, beneath a
re-deposited brown sand (190) that equated with (117),
were a hearth deposit (191) of heat-discoloured reddishorange clay and charcoal and a pit [152] containing a
post-pipe (197). The pit had been cut into a natural
deposit of sand and gravel, while the hearth sat on a
compact sand deposit (192) that may have been a relict
ground surface and lay at 32.23m AOD.
Interpretation
The track (108) cut or overlay the strata of clay (107),
(136), silt (112), and truncated wall [138], and may be
dated to the post-medieval period due to the presence
of tin-glazed pottery beneath it (although this was not
entirely secure due to the location of this ﬁnd close to
a later pit). What the track may have been used for is
impossible to establish on present evidence: it may have
been used to access ﬁelds in the post-medieval period,
18th century engravings of the area suggest cultivated or
open land on the site. It may, however, have represented a
later phase of a monastic boundary feature (see below).
The kerbing suggests at least an attempt at permanence,
perhaps elevating this feature above the status of a
mere shortcut.
Of primary signiﬁcance and potentially of considerable importance given its location close to the round
tower is the wall foundation [113]. A possible alternative
interpretation of [113]/[138] would be to characterise it
as a road, rather than a wall. Certainly, its close-packed
formation of boulders and fragments would have served
well as a road surface, and in appearance it is not
dissimilar to the famous example of a medieval paved
street on Iona known as the Road of the Dead. It was
also no more than two courses deep, as one might expect
of a road. However, this hypothesis struggles to account
for two notable features. Firstly, [113] appeared to have
been capped off at its southeastern end with a facing
slab, perpendicular to the line of the main structure, and
there were also indications of facings along the northern
long side. It would be rather strange, one might think, to
cap off a road in this way, unless [113] represented one
terminal end of a road; but, of course, the presence of
[138] only 1m further to the southeast seemed to belie
this suggestion, giving the appearance far more of an
entrance way between two aligned walls. That the area
immediately south west of this space may have been
paved [159] only serves to strengthen this impression, as
such paving may well have been necessary to prevent any
frequently used passage between walls from becoming
impassably muddy.
Secondly, the massive dimensions of this structure
have already been noted, and it was clearly designed to
bear a substantial weight. In this context, the deposits
of clay (107), (109) and (136) are also signiﬁcant, as
they are strongly suggestive of the successive erosion
of an earthen bank placed on top of the stone base, a
suggestion strengthened by the presence of the gravel
deposit (114) on the stones of the wall. Such deposits
are typical by-products of earthworm activity within
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earthworks where the worms ﬁnd progress impeded
by a hard surface. The rough dressing of certain of the
stones in the wall may have been intended to present a
smooth face at the base of such a bank.
A parallel for the construction method proposed to
have been applied to wall [113]/[138] may be found in
stretches of the Antonine Wall, where a foundation layer
of stone blocks was surmounted by an earthen rampart,
this presumably providing a more durable basis for a
large defensive earthwork, reducing subsidence and
erosion and facilitating the containment of the huge
quantities of spoil required. The builders of the
structures at Abernethy may have adopted a similar
solution to a common problem centuries later.
Such a combination of earth and stone would be
unlikely to date from the High Middle Ages or later,
when all-stone construction became predominant. A
further consideration is that medieval sites from the
12th century onwards typically contain large quantities
of diagnostically identiﬁable potsherds, and nothing
of the sort was recovered from the present site (indeed,
there were practically no ﬁnds of any kind). The structure
could plausibly date, therefore, from any time from later
prehistory through the Roman occupation to the Early
Middle Ages. In the local context of Abernethy, which
is known to have been an important settlement in Pictish
times and again after the formation of the kingdom
of Alba in the ninth century, it is suggested that any
impressively massive construction of the kind found
on this site is likely to date from the Early Middle
Ages. The presence of the worked sandstone block
[146] within the silt deposit (111) which interspersed
the clay strata (hypothetically from the earthen bank of
the wall) lends minor support to this argument through
its resemblance to similar blocks in the lower fabric of
the round tower.
The results of radiocarbon dating of roundwood
charcoal derived from a sample (GU-15168) taken from
deposit (155) (within the construction trench [145]of
wall [113] at 33.07m AOD) indicated an uncalibrated
radiocarbon age BP of 1090 + 35; calibrated this gave
an age range of 890–1020 AD, with a 95.4% conﬁdence.
This therefore conﬁrms that the wall was an early
medieval structure, dating from the ninth or tenth
century. The presence of the worked block [146] in the
base of the silt layer (111) immediately overlying wall
[113], and closely resembling those in the lower courses
of the tower, may therefore support the argument that
the tower itself originated in the tenth century.
The proximity of the wall to the tower both spatially
and chronologically strongly suggests that the two share
similar origins. The tower is believed to have been
constructed as part of an early monastic establishment
occupied by a community of Culdees. The Celi De
(‘Clients/vassals of God’) originated in Ireland in the
ninth century, and found their way ﬁrst to the Gaelicspeaking Scots kingdom of Dalriada (centred on Argyll)
and thence into Pictland prior to the uniﬁcation of Scots
and Picts in 843 AD. Communities were established at
Dunkeld, Scone, Lochleven, St Andrews, Monymusk,
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Brechin and Abernethy. These last two nowadays boast
the only surviving Irish-style round towers in Scotland.
Given the Irish origin of the Culdees (and, moreover,
their evangelizing predecessors associated with St
Columba, who carried both Christianity and early
monasticism throughout Northern Britain) and the
tower, it is unsurprisingly to Ireland that we should
look ﬁrst for examples of structures similar to the
wall, although other, broadly similar remains have
been encountered elsewhere in Scotland: ‘Monastic sites
in Ireland are normally enclosed by either a bank and
ditch, the monastic vallum, or a stone wall, the cashel.
Monastic valla have been located at the monastic sites
at Glastonbury and Jarrow in England and at lona and
Applecross in Scotland, while recent work at Whithorn
may have revealed the presence of a cashel surrounding
the early monastic site there.’ (Hall 1995, 24)
A well-preserved example of an Irish monastic site at
Inishmurray, Co Sligo, boasts an encompassing sub-oval
drystone boundary wall rising to 3.9m in height and up
to 4.5m wide at the base, containing several internal
enclosures (Leask 1977, 13). The purpose of such
impressive boundaries was threefold: to delineate the
sacred space of the interior from the profane outside
world; to prevent distraction of the inmates and allow
them to focus solely on God and their religious duties;
to act as a practical defence in times of emergency
(which were not infrequent in the Early Middle Ages).
Several points arise here. Firstly, the evidence from
within the trench of a collapsed or eroded earthen bank
(107), (111), (136) strongly suggests that the ‘wall’ [113]/
[138] was in reality a stone rubble base supporting an
earthen rampart, rather than a wholly stone construction. It cannot therefore have been a ‘cashel’ as such.
Although it is possible that the upper stone courses
were later robbed out, this would not account for the
presence of the clay, nor of what appear to be robber
pits dug through bands of clay silt to reach and remove
the stone. Pit [120] contained a primary ﬁll (125) of
brown-grey clay and an uppermost ﬁll (123) of very
similar appearance and texture. Both strongly resembled
the spreads of clay (107), (136) which we have characterised as being the likely result of erosion from an
earthen bank or rampart, and therefore are presumed
to result from the same cause. Pit [120], almost certainly
a robber pit intended to extract usable stones from the
wall base, must have been cut through or beneath a
considerable overburden of clay soil in order to reach
its target, which later subsided into the pit in at least
two episodes: the primary one prior to backﬁlling,
and later silting sealing the redeposited sand and gravel
(124) used to ﬁll in the hole and probably taken from
the inner ﬁll of the bank (later redeposited as (111)).
The likely reason for this subsidence is the undermining
of a large structure comprising earth as its major fabric,
in other words, an earthen rampart.
Secondly, despite the trench being extended
‘downslope’ of the wall speciﬁcally to locate any
accompanying ditch, no such feature was exposed on
either side of the wall. Bank and ditch arrangements
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are extremely common (although by no means universal)
features of early medieval settlement boundaries, both
monastic, eg, Iona, (Ritchie 1997, 36), Portmahomack,
Tarbat (Carver 2006), and secular, eg Red Castle, Angus
(Pollock 1985) and it would be reasonable to expect to
ﬁnd a ditch at Abernethy. Moreover, the outer enclosure
at Abernethy is believed to have followed a curvilinear
route later partly incorporated by the churchyard wall
and enclosing the crown of the hill on which the tower
stands (Ritchie 1995:7). The area thus enclosed (see Illus
2) is likely to have been larger than could conceivably
have been demarcated by a wall on the alignment taken
by [113]/[138], which instead would have bisected the
arc of the enclosure. Wall [113]/[138] is therefore more
likely to have been an internal subdivision of the
precinct than the main boundary itself, and may have
served a function similar to the ‘internal enclosures’
at Inishmurray: ‘One, which is near the main entrance,
has within it a small clochan [drystone hut] built against
the rampart; in another are the large clochan and the
plain church, and the third may have been a garden’
(Leask 1977:14).
However, the description of a ‘stone boundary’
excavated at Whithorn Priory sounds remarkably
similar to [113]/[138], as well as track [108]: ‘The
outer boundary evolved rapidly during Stage 11 … It
was initially marked by a line of stakes (116), probably
supporting a wattle fence, and possibly lying on the
outer margin of a shallow ditch. This was subsequently
augmented, or replaced, with a carefully-constructed
band of stones (232.01) some 1.0m wide, similar to the
basal course of a wall, but with no evidence for any
superstructure … Flooding deposited a layer of clayey
silt to either side of the ‘wall’. The ‘wall’ and silts were
in turn covered by a narrow shale path ﬂanked to the
south by a shallow ditch’ (Hill 1997:130).
The above boundary at Whithorn was dated by the
excavators to the early eighth century AD, rather too
early for the Culdees but still within the ‘right’ early
medieval timeframe. It should be noted that ﬂooding is
highly unlikely to have been the cause of the ‘clayey silt’
present to either side of [113]/[138] due to the location
near the break of slope on the crown of a hill. Again,
we submit that erosion from a superimposed earthwork
is a more plausible cause of these deposits at Abernethy.
The above quote is also of relevance in any discussion
of the series of cut features underlying wall [113]/[138].
The ‘line of stakes’ referred to may be reﬂected in an
apparent, if somewhat irregular, alignment of postholes,
[128], [180], [182], [184], [186] beneath wall [113] and
[148], [150], [152], [179] beneath wall [138] (see Illus 6).
AMS dating of roundwood charcoal extracted from a
sample (GU-15169) taken from pit ﬁll (157) produced
an uncalibrated age BP of 1215+35; calibrated, this lies
in the range 680–900 AD, with a 95.4% conﬁdence. In
other words, pit [158] was created some time in the
eighth or ninth century, pre-dating the monastic wall
[113]. Assuming the other nearby cut features date from
around the same time, there is substantial evidence of
activity on the site from the early medieval period,
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before the construction of the stone wall. Noticeably,
there is an overlap in the calibrated date ranges of both
wall [113] (890–1020 AD) and pit [158] (680–900 AD),
with both potentially originating in the last decade of
the ninth century (in other words, the pit and related
features may not predate the wall by very much). This
would place these phases of monastic activity at Abernethy in the reign of King Domnall mac Causantin
(Donald II), who died in battle with Norwegian Vikings
at Dunottar in 900 AD, and was the ﬁrst to be styled Ri
Albain or King of Scotland. The bases of the earlier cut
features, including pit [158], lay beneath 0.2–0.3m of
sandy soil, a considerable build-up beneath the wall,
but a top-to-bottom depth of 0.3m does not seem at all
unlikely for the intact features, the tops of which could
well have lain close to or visible on the ground surface
at the time of the wall’s construction, suggesting only
a brief interval between phases.
The question of what exactly is represented by the
various other cut features in this, the earliest phase of
the site, is a vexed one. The presence of a small hearth,
[191], and a cooking pit [165], suggested small-scale
domestic or perhaps small-scale industrial activity
(blacksmithing, for example). It is possible, therefore,
that the large pit [158] was in some way connected with
such activity. The compaction of the basal layer (157)
of the pit suggested some form of repetitive or forceapplying activity, and there was initial speculation that
the pit might have represented the remains of a lime
mortar mixer, perhaps connected with the construction
of the roundtower. However, early medieval examples
of such features from sites such as Dunbar (Perry 2000)
are considerably larger than [157] and include a prominent central posthole setting to house the rotating axle
of the mixing blade, rather than the two side posts
accompanying [158].
These postholes, [176], [178], suggested the possibility
of something having been suspended above the pit, which
might indicate the roasting or smoking of meat, but
for the absence of any clear signs of in situ burning
or heating (this consideration also weighs against
the smithing or smelting hypothesis). Charcoal was
recovered from ﬁll (157), on the other hand, and it
is possible that low intensity burning might not have
substantially discoloured the subsoil. The recovery of
a possible whetstone and an iron object from the upper
ﬁll (156) may be taken as slight circumstantial evidence
for food preparation activity such as carving meat.
An alternative possibility, which perhaps accounts
for the compaction of (157) but does not explain the
presence of charcoal, is that [158] represents the remains
of some form of press, such as an apple or cheese press,
using a hand-turned screw mechanism suspended
between two supporting uprights to compress a
substance on a base block or within a barrel standing
on a base platform. Such technologically advanced
activity would not be inconceivable in a high-status
monastic setting with royal associations.
A ﬁnal point to consider is the general paucity
or ﬁnds from the site, including a total absence of
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pottery from the lower levels. This should not be seen
as surprising, as excavations on early medieval sites in
general tend to result in relatively few artefacts, perhaps
because of a generally aceramic culture and economy
(as has been noted, later sites tend to include substantial
quantities of potsherds). The ethos of monastic
asceticism might also be taken into account, as a lack
of individual possessions and a more general material
poverty were aspired to as authentic aspects of the
Christian ideal, and one which was certainly taken
seriously during the early years of the monastic
movement in Europe.
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Abstract
SUAT was commissioned to carry out an excavation
and watching brief on the site of a new build house
in Abernethy, Perth & Kinross. The site lay on the west
side of School Wynd (NGR NO 1895 1640), close to
a stone round tower dating from between the ninth and
11th centuries AD and in the vicinity of the supposed
location of a Culdee monastic foundation of about
the same period. Beneath highly disturbed topsoil and
rubble relating to previous use of the site as a market
garden, a roughly metalled track was exposed, overlying
a massive drystone wall foundation and a series of clay
and silt deposits. Radiocarbon dating of roundwood
charcoal (GU-15168) extracted from directly beneath
the wall, within the wall trench, suggested a calibrated
date range of 890–1020 AD. Beneath the walls, an
apparent alignment of postholes was exposed, together
with a curious pit feature that might have represented
cooking or metal working. Charcoal from within the
ﬁll (GU-15169) was dated to 680–900 AD (calibrated).
Keywords
monastic enclosure
radiocarbon dates
round tower
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