
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Newsletter  of the 
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The 2017 conference was held in the 
Dalhousie Building, University of 
Dundee, and everyone who expressed an 
opinion to your editor complimented the 
facilities, especially the presence of a 
large adjacent car park.  

 
The Dalhousie Building. Image copyright: Peter Atkinson. 
Sourced via Flickr. 
 

The fact that this was TAFAC’s 40th 
annual conference saw the Committee 
invite your editor to mark the occasion 
with a short talk that briefly summarised 
why the Committee was formed and 
what it sees its role being now. Derek 
Hall and Lis Thoms received special 
mentions for the work that they had 
done over the years in relation to the 
journal which, from this year, under 
Derek’s guidance, will be published as an 
on-line volume. The publication will be 
in a different format but it will still very 
much be our Journal (see cover -- right)  
 
 
 

Your editor said that since its inception 
TAFAC had changed from being an advisory 
and pressure group to one with a clear 
focus on providing the people of Tayside 
and Fife (and beyond) with sound, up-to-
date information through its conferences 
and publications. With reference to the 
former, he thanked (on behalf of the 
Committee and those attending) Eva 
Bennett especially for all her hard work in 
organising the latest conference. 
 

 
  
 

Conference success 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

The first speaker of the morning session was Chris 
Fyles of Alder Archaeology who described the excav-
ations undertaken on the Mill Street end of the Perth 
Theatre site. Several exciting discoveries included the 
remains of a late-medieval stone building, a length of 
earli (ish) town ditch and foreign pottery. Chris ended 
his talk by summarising excavation recently 
undertaken at an ostensibly Neolithic site at Hallhole, 
Meikleour.  
This was apposite because the following speaker 
started his career in the 1970s by excavating early 
Prehistoric sites in Perthshire in his role with the long 
defunct Central Excavation Unit (CEU). In more recent 
times, however, Gordon’s interests have shifted from 
the Neolithic to Britain’s defences against invasion, 
and his talk centred on the defences installed on the 
Firth of Forth between 1880 and 1977. This is not the 
place to try to repeat what Gordon said but the 
message was that the Forth was extremely vital 
(mainly as a fleet anchorage) and that the defences 
(gun batteries and all the infrastructure) required 
massive investment, constant appraisal and frequent 
change. Gordon also provided, through his 
illustrations, plenty of evidence that many of the 
coastal defences along both shores of the Forth 
estuary still remain to be seen. 

 
Inchgarvie Island below the Forth Railway Bridge was first fortified in 1514 
by order of James IV. It fell in 1544 during an attack on Edinburgh and was 
subsequently demolished. The island was also used as a prison and to house 
plague victims. It has been refortified several times, most recently as a 
response to the German threat in World Wars One and Two. 
Image copyright – The Imperial War Museum 

 
Detail of The Drosten Stone, St Vigeans, 
Angus 
Image copyright: not known. 
 

Jane Geddes from the University 
of Aberdeen gave a fascinating 
account of her recent research 
into the Drosten Stone. Housed 
in a museum at St Vigeans which 
is currently closed, the stone is a 
Class Two Pictish cross-slab with 
a marvelous array of decoration. 
Jane looked at each of the 
elements of the decoration- 
vine-scrolls, interlace, mythical 
beasts, real animals, etc., and 
demonstrated the links between 
this and other stones and the 
sources from which the various 
elements derived. 
 

 
St Cuthbert’s Cross, Durham – one of several 
influences on the art that appears on The 
Drosten Stone. Image copyright: Durham 
Cathedral and Jarold Printing. 

 



 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

The first talk in the afternoon session 
was a joint effort by Joe Fitzpatrick 
(Falkland Stewardship Trust) and 
Oliver O’Grady (OJT Heritage) who 
summarised the results of the 2017 
excavation, which was undertaken 
largely using volunteers from the 
local community. In addition to 
demonstrating just how great a 
contribution members of local 
communities can make to projects 
such as this, the excavations have 
proved how important the East 
Lomond is – not just as a fort but as a 
significant site from early prehistory 
to the Early Historic period.    

 
Joe (second left) and Oliver (right) showing some of 
the finds from the East Lomond excavation. 
Image copyright: Fife Today. 
 

The afternoon’s second talk was on 
Dundee’s Howff Cemetery and it was 
delivered by Oliver O’Grady. The 
Howff was originally monastic ground 
but in 1564 the land was granted to 
the burgh of Dundee by Mary Queen 
of Scots. It contains approximately 
1300 graves and the collection of 
tombstones is one of the most 
important in Scotland. Oliver told us 
about the recording work that has 
been undertaken over the past few 
years, especially the work done by 
members of the local community. 
Details about the site can be found at 
www.org.uk/Howff_Burials. 
 

The last speaker in the morning session was Alan 
Hunter Blair from GUARD Archaeology, who 
talked about the excavations he had conducted 
at Carnoustie. The work was instigated at the 
behest of Angus Council in advance of the 
building of two football pitches. The removal of 
the topsoil revealed a large number of features 
dug into the natural till, including a Neolithic hall 
and a Bronze Age round-house (below).  

 
Excavation of a Bronze Age house in progress. Image copyright: 
GUARD Archaeology Ltd. 

 
Finds include a socketed bronze spearhead with 
a rare gold ferrule (below), found in a pit near 
the round-house. 
 

 
The bronze spearhead found as part of the Late Bronze Age hoard. 
The gold ferrule is a rare occurrence but there is a very similarly 
decorated one from the hoard found in 1963 on Pyotdykes Farm a 
little to the west of Dundee. Image copyright: GUARD Archaeology 
Ltd. 

 
 
 

http://www.foxnews.com/science/2017/02/17/bronze-sword-gold-decorated-spearhead-unearthed-at-scottish-construction-site.html


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                
  

Colin Donald of the Dundee Law Heritage 
Project gave a fascinating talk about 
aspects of Dundee Law. Rather than go 
into details here, your editor recommends 
readers to visit the project website 
(https://www.dundeelaw.info), which 
contains a fantastic aerial video.  One of 
the features mentioned in the talk was 
the stones that surround the summit of 
the hill. None of these stones was (at that 
time) noted in the National Record of the 
Historic Environment (NRHE) so your 
editor spent some time the following 
Saturday recording those markers he 
could find. Originally there were at least 
17 boundary stones which are first 
depicted on the 2nd edition of the OS 25-
inch map (Forfarhire 1903, Sheet 054.05). 
Those that your editor has seen have been 
marked ‘Dudhope’ on the outside face 
and ‘Dundee’ on the inner (uphill) face. 
This suggests that the Law has become the 
property of Dundee Corporation whilst 
the ground surrounding it has remained in 
private hands – that on the east and south 
belonging to Dudhope Estate.  

 
Image copyright: John Sherriff 

 

Prior to Colin’s talk Wendy MacPhedran 
and Nicola Carmichael gave a talk on a 
community-run project based on 
Portmoak. The ladies summarised the 
archaeology activities undertaken in 2017, 
including a geophysical survey of the field 
at Kilmagadwood in which Bronze Age 
Cinerary Urns have recently been found.  
The survey showed that further urns may 
remain to be found though excavation 
would be required to prove it. Surface 
finds included four worked flints and a 
sherd of medieval pottery. Details were 
also given of an excavation at Dunmore 
fort, where attention was paid to testing 
the thick stone wall around the summit. 
Finds included remains of metal-working. 
Geophysical survey was also carried out at 
the site of Old Portmoak Chapel, now 
lying under the airfield of the Scottish 
Glider Centre. The survey (and excavation) 
revealed both natural features, such as 
the old shoreline of Loch Leven, and man-
made features such as drains, rig-and-
furrow and what may be an old road.   
Details were also given of Portmoak’s 
‘Muckle Dig’ which was a series of 
community excavation events designed to 
give folk a chance to experience ‘live’ 
excavations and learn new skills.   
Sophie Nicol (Tay Landscape Partnership) 
provided a summary of the TLP’s historic 
environment projects and Moira Greig 
gave a brief overview of the work of the 
Fife Heritage Network. 
Derek Hall completed the day’s talks by 
providing a summary of the excavations 
he has been carrying out, mainly on his 
own, at the site of the Whitefriars 
Monastery in Perth since 2014. 
 

Note: Please see the TAFAC website 
www.tafac.org.uk/category/conferences 
for links to videos of most the conference 
talks. 

https://www.dundeelaw.info/
http://www.tafac.org.uk/category/conferences


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Historic river banks 
Your editor was delighted to be informed a 
few weeks ago by Derek Hall of the 
discovery by him of a previously unrecorded 
boundary stone on the west bank of the 
River Tay, a short distance north of its 
confluence with the River Almond. The 
stone (below) is a sandstone slab which is 
most probably of early- to mid-19th century 
in date, marked the southern limit of the 
fishings of Redgorton Estate. An incised 
letter ‘B’ on the SE side probably stands for 
Bertha Park. There is an ‘R’ for Redgorton on 
the NW side. A legend ‘WATER MARCH’ on 
the side of the stone betrays the stones 
function.  
 

 
Image copyright: John Sherriff 

A second stone, also round-headed but 
much shorter, stands a few meters 
nearer the river. Neither stone is 
marked on OS maps but the shorter 
one is likely to be the earlier.  
 

 
Image copyright (above and below): John Sherriff 
 

Yet another version of the boundary 
marker takes the form of a notice 
board fixed to the top of a pole 
(below). Though not strictly ‘archaeo-
logical’, the notice provides useful 
confirmation of the continuing use of 
this stretch of the Tay for rod fishing. 
 

 
 



  More proof of this activity has been 
provided by the discovery of the remains 
of two fishing huts situated between the 
boundary stones and the mouth of the 
Almond. Both buildings had a timber 
superstructure (now gone) and all that 
can now be seen at each is a concrete 
floor and a chimney.  
 

 
Image copyright: John Sherriff 

 

The chimney of the more southerly hut 
has been demolished and reduced to a 
pile of rubble, but that of the other 
stands to its full height. There are even 
the remains of a grate in the fireplace, 
the lintel of which has been daubed with 
graffiti (above right). 
Graffiti is another subject that has not 
previously fallen within the realm of 
‘traditional’ archaeology, but it is 
ubiquitous and present in a number of 
forms on both the banks of the Tay and 
Almond. The face of the taller boundary 
stone bears faint graffiti in the form of 
letters and numbers scratched on the 
NW face of the stone (image right) and 
on the top.   
 
 
 

 
Images above and below copyright: John Sherriff 

 

 
 
Graffiti on the banks of the River Almond 
are visible at two main locations – the 
bridges that respectively carry the A9 dual-
carriageway and the mainline Perth to 
Inverness railway across the river. It takes 
three main forms – tags, ‘throwies’ or ‘blow 
ups’, and pieces. Tags are simple signatures  
 
 
 
 



  which are most commonly written in marker pen or spray paint, but can also be written  
in any medium at hand from the charcoal tip of a burnt stick to a lipstick. ‘Throwies’ are 
much larger versions of tags and the letters are written with a very bold outline and  
usually with a monochrome fill. ‘Pieces’ represent an elaboration of the throwie as the 
letters tend to be written with a 3-D effect and their fills are polychromatic.  
 
 

 

Above. Two simple tags ‘Venum’ and ‘SMIT’ written on the face of the concrete bridge that carries the  
A9 over the River Almond. Note how ‘Venum’ has overwritten another ‘SMIT’ tag. Images copyright:  
John Sherriff. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Image copyright: John Sherriff 

 
A simple tag ‘SMIT’, which is one of perhaps  
no more than a dozen which are common throughout the centre of Perth and the  
adjacent built-up areas. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Below. ‘Venum’ has been written as a ‘Piece’ on one of the vertical concrete supports 
beneath the A9 road bridge over the River Almond. It is dated ‘2016’ and the tags that 
are visible in close proximity, including ‘TC’, ‘Relax’ and ‘Teras’ are probably the ‘crew’ 
that painted the piece. ‘Venum’ is probably a separate individual, but it is not impossible 
that he or she could also be known by another alias, perhaps one of the others named 
here.  
Other pieces visible below the decking of the bridge include those for ‘RELAX’, ‘TERAS’, 
‘SMIT’, ‘GOSHE’, ZEKS’ and at least one other for ‘VENUM’.   

 



 

Upcoming lectures 
 

Dundee (Abertay) --- Dalhousie Building, University of Dundee (6.30) 
 

Wednesday 9 May 2018 -- Richard Oram -- 'Medieval Angus'. This lecture is preceded by  
The Abertay Historical Society AGM. 
 
 
 

A selection of images is provided below to give the reader an idea of the range of graffiti 
visible on lamp posts and litter bins along the banks of this part of the River Almond. 
The bottom image, however, is on the road bridge over the river and it is interesting 
because it demonstrates three successive episodes of writing – yellow followed by pink 
and then black. The pink and the black daubs are probably the tags of individuals; the 
yellow one, however, ‘SJFC’, stands for Saint Johnstone Football Club, a tag that is 
relatively common in both North Muirton and, unsurprisingly, the Crieff Road. 
 

     

 
All graffiti images are copyright of John Sherriff 


