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The unexpected discovery and excavation
of human remains at Victoria Park, Arbroath
Alastair Becket
with contributions by Ruth Whyte and Kate Britton
Introduction and location

Archaeological and historical background

Two inhumation burials at Victoria Park, Arbroath
were excavated between 30 March and 2 April 2009
by the former Glasgow University Archaeological
Research Division (guard). The burials were located
at ngr NO65804120, situated on a gentle n–s slope
covered in short grass at the eastern end of Victoria
Park, close to the car park and public toilets at the
end of King’s Drive (Illus 1).
Victoria Park is located on the se side of Arbroath
and runs along the seashore between the town and
Whiting Ness, which marks the sw end of the Seaton
Cliffs. The park was opened in 1897 to commemorate
Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee (Angus Heritage
Trails leaflet) and it seems likely that the area was
landscaped at that time.

Arbroath played an important part in the medieval
history of Scotland and Great Britain, not least due
to the presence of the Abbey, a royal monastic site
founded in 1178 (Stringer 2003, 116). The Abbey
controlled much of the surrounding landscape and
its parish churches, including St Ninian’s Chapel,
which stood close to the site of the inhumations. Most
famously, in 1320, Abbot Bernard was instrumental
in the production of the Declaration of Arbroath,
a document which has had far-reaching political
influence (Barrow 2003).
Prior to the founding of the Abbey, however,
early Christian Pictish carvings at St Vigeans Church
(nmrs NO64SW3), which would later become
Arbroath’s parish church, attest to the earlier

Illus 1 Location plan. (Contains OS data © Crown copyright and database right [2019])
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significance of the area. Indeed, it has been suggested
that Arbroath, before being granted the status of a burgh
(soon after the foundation of the monastery), was a
royal estate centre (Perry 1998, 262). Ground-breaking
works conducted in 1987 for the erection of goalposts, c.
200m to the nw of the 2009 discovery (Illus 8), led to
the recovery of human remains within a possible long
cist (Atkinson 1988, Benvie 1995). These remains were
subsequently radiocarbon dated to ad 540–630 (Angus
smr NO64SE0011, Grieg 2009), indicating the early
Christian use of the broader area for burial.
The e end of the park, where the 2009 inhumations
were encountered, is notable as the supposed location
of a chapel and holy well dedicated to St Ninian (nmrs
NO64SE 3). The well survives, albeit in a very sorry state,
but the site of the chapel is not clear. The first edition
Ordnance Survey map shows the ‘Supposed Site of St
Ninian’s Chapel and Grave Yard’ to the se of the well
(see discussion below and Illus 8) and this is maintained
on later maps. This location is also tentatively supported
by a cropmark enclosure (Angus smr NO64SE12).
St Ninian’s Chapel does not appear to be well
documented (although the extensive accounts of the
Abbey have not been consulted for the purposes of this
report). However, a short entry within David Miller‘s
19th-century history of the town and abbey notes that
‘the chapel and altar were consecrated by the Bishop of
Dromore, on 24th August 1485’ and that the chapel was
in use until the early 16th century (Miller 1860, 119 and
129–30).

Circumstances of discovery
The human remains were identified by a council work
team during the construction of a children’s play area

(Illus 2), within a 0.4m wide machine-dug trench
at a relatively shallow depth (0.3m–0.4m). A police
investigation identified the remains as human but
not of forensic significance and the discovery was
reported to Historic Scotland. Those remains already
recovered by the police were later passed on to the
excavation team.
guard were subsequently contacted by Historic
Scotland under the provisions of the Human Remains
Call-Off Contract on 15 January 2009 to conduct a
scoping visit. During the visit, the team identified the
location, carried out limited excavation and recovered
several exposed bones of two inhumations which had
been disturbed by the council work team. These were
labelled sk1, which had been partially exposed but
was otherwise undamaged, and sk2, which had been
disturbed by the construction works and/or police
investigation.
As the remains had been found during construction
works, Historic Scotland decided that the project fell
outwith the bounds of the Human-Remains Call-Off
Contract and so Aberdeenshire Council Archaeology
Service (acas), on behalf of Angus Council, requested
that Northlight Heritage conduct the post-excavation
analysis and reporting.

The excavation
Excavations were limited to the area of the two
disturbed inhumations (Illus 3) although any
disarticulated bone encountered in the general area,
primarily within the upcast spoil from the play-park
trench, was also recovered. A thin (c. 0.2m) layer of
topsoil (001) was removed from above sk1, which had
only been partially disturbed by the play-park trench.

Illus 2 The play-park development, with Arbroath in the background.
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Illus 3 Excavation plan.

The topsoil was free of inclusions and lay on top
of a mixed deposit (002) that contained Victorian
ceramics, glass and disarticulated bone. This deposit
was interpreted as relating to the landscaping of the
park in the late 19th century.
Removal of this material (002) revealed subsoil
(008) of brown/orange-brown loose sand containing
disarticulated human bone, marine shells and
occasional small stones. This subsoil was almost
indistinguishable from the fills (003 and 004) of the
excavated graves and indicated that the area has been
subject to significant disturbance, perhaps due to the
cutting of many graves over an extended period of time.
Both skeletons were barely covered by their respective
grave fills, perhaps as a result of truncation during the
landscaping of the park.
The fill (004) of grave [007], which contained
sk1, contained animal bones (sf 34), pottery sherds
(sf 39), fragments of mortar (sf 35), a flint flake
(sf 38), fragmentary burnt bone (sf 30) and a small
fragment of red sandstone with a smooth face (sf 41).
None of these items appeared to have been deliberately
incorporated within the fill and likely represent residual
(and possibly intrusive) material.
Grave cut [005], which contained sk2, had been
almost completely removed by the truncating play-park
trench and was only partially identified through the
location of a small lens of re-deposited natural sand
(006) in the orange-brown sand (008). The remaining
grave fill (003) contained a flint flake (sf 29), animal
bone (sf 16), fragmentary burnt bone (sf 33) and a sherd
of glass (sf 19), again interpreted as residual inclusions.

SK1

sk1 was an e–w aligned supine inhumation with the
skull at the w end. The skeleton was nearly complete
and was that of a juvenile, approximately 11–13 years
old at time of death (Illus 4). A radiocarbon date of
1271–1391 cal ad (95.4% probability) was obtained
from a sample of sk1’s bone.
The left arm of sk1 had been laid across the
abdomen and the body appeared to have been rolled
slightly to the right. The right arm was flexed with the
hand at the right shoulder, close to the skull, which
faced to the right side. The positioning of the head
and right arm in this way may have been deliberate,
as the right hand and shoulder were propped up by a
small pile of stones, although the position of the body
may to some degree relate to movement caused by
decomposition after burial.
A simple iron buckle (sf 26) was found on the
right side of the body, in a position that suggests the
individual was wearing a belt or strap across the chest at
the time of inhumation (Illus 5); a piece of iron (sf 27)
found on the opposite side of the rib cage (Illus 3) may
have been part of the same accessory. Unfortunately,
these items were subsequently lost (see below), making
further specialist analysis impossible. A rather poor
quality photograph was taken by the author when the
artefact was first brought back from the field (Illus 6).
Accompanying sk1 were several stones which
appeared to have been deliberately placed. Within the
grave were four small, smooth, white quartz pebbles
which formed a curved row on the sw side of the grave
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Illus 4 SK1, viewed from the east.

Illus 7 SK 2, viewed from the east.
(Illus 4), partly framing the upper body. Around the
legs, there were remnants of what may have been a red
sandstone kerb. On the n, three sub rectangular slabs
formed a line roughly parallel to the skeleton, while
on the s were two stone blocks which appeared to
have been disturbed (Illus 4). If the putative kerb had
originally extended along the middle and upper sections
of the skeleton, there were no signs of it on the s and
the play-park trench would have removed it on the n.
The stones appeared to overlie the grave fill (004).
SK 2

Illus 5 Detail of iron buckle, in situ (position indicated
by arrow).

Illus 6 Post-fieldwork photograph of iron buckle.

Lying directly in the path of the play-park trench,
an adult male sk2 had been heavily truncated and
damaged (Illus 3 and 7). The skull and parts of the
upper torso, including the left and right humerus,
scapula and much of the spine, had been removed
during the police investigation. An area of disturbance
at the e end of the grave also appeared to be recent as
there were fresh breaks on several bones, most notably
the distal end of the left femur. The remainder of the
skeleton had been significantly disturbed and trampled.
The burial was aligned e–w, with the skull to the
w, and the body had been laid in a supine position. sk2
had been arranged for burial with both hands together
over the pelvis and both legs fully extended. The area
around the skull had been significantly disturbed,
although a number of upright red sandstone slabs
formed a head box around the spot where the skull
would have lain (Illus 3).
A sample of bone from sk2 was submitted for
radiocarbon dating and returned a range of 1029–
1160 cal ad (95.4% probability).
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Human remains
Ruth Whyte

Osteological analysis of the skeletal remains from
Victoria Park, Arbroath, was undertaken in order
to establish age, sex and pathology where possible.
Two articulated individuals were recovered, along
with further disarticulated material. The articulated
individuals were found to be a juvenile approximately
11–13 years of age (sk 1), and a mature adult male
(sk 2). The disarticulated remains were found to
represent a further six individuals, making the
minimum number of individuals a total of eight.
Analysis of these remains was undertaken at the
Dickson Laboratory for Bio-archaeology in February
2014. Details of the methodology employed are
recorded within the site archive.
SK1

periodontal disease. Dental caries were also found
in the lower right and left first molars. Finally, small
amounts of dental calculus were observed on the lower
molars and incisors.
The data structure report (Becket 2009) noted
possible evidence of a congenital defect in the spinal
column. However, further examination did not find
definitive signs of this.

Summary
Osteological analysis of sk1 indicates a juvenile
individual, approximately 11–13 years old. The
individual suffered dental enamel hyperplasia,
dental caries, periodontal disease and dental calculus.
SK 2

The preservation of sk1 was very good. Almost
all elements were present and complete, with only
slight fragmentation of the ribs and more significant
fragmentation of the skull. A small amount of rootetching was observed across the whole skeleton,
particularly evident on the long bones. This indicates
a high level of bioturbation around the inhumation.

Sex
The sex of the individual could not be determined
because it was sub-adult.

Age
The age of the individual could be estimated to a
high degree of accuracy due to the positive level
of preservation. Epiphyseal formation and fusion
indicated an age range of 11–13 years old. This
was corroborated by dental eruption.

Stature

sk2 had been truncated and significantly disturbed
by the workmen’s trench and police investigations
had removed the skull, humeri, scapulae and upper
cervical vertebrae.

Sex
The pelvis was fragmented around the pubis and
ischium, so various sexing indicators were not
apparent. However, the greater sciatic was intact and
indicated that the individual was probably male. This
was further supported by the cranial sexing features.

Age
The only intact ageing factor for sk2 was the auricular
surface. The surface texture correlated with an age of
50–59, indicating a mature adult.

Stature

Non-Metric Variation

Four long bones were complete and consequently
suitable for stature measurements. These indicated
a height of approximately 1.67m (5’6”). All elements
were noted to be particularly robust, indicating a well
built individual.

No non-metric traits were observed.

Non-metric variation

Pathology

Three cervical vertebrae demonstrated transverse
foramen bipartite, a frequent non-metric trait.

Stature calculations were not attempted because they
are deemed to be inaccurate for juvenile remains.

sk1 demonstrated a number of dental pathological
conditions. As noted at the time of excavation, the
dentition displayed clear signs of enamel hyperplasia.
This is a condition that occurs at the developmental
stage of the teeth, and can be caused by a range of
factors such as hereditary anomalies, localised trauma,
dietary stress or childhood illness. In addition to the
hyperplasia, recession of the alveolar margin indicated

Pathology
Osteophyte formation was noted around the vertebral
bodies of the lumbar vertebrae. Thickening of the
vertebral body wall and pitting were also present.
Additionally, slight compression of the vertebral bodies
around the lower thoracic and upper lumbar vertebrae
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were noted. Finally, two cervical vertebrae were fused.
These factors are all indicative of well-developed
degenerative joint disease (djd). This would have
caused generalised pain, particularly in the lower
section of the vertebral column. The individual may
also have experienced limited movement and general
stiffness in the back. djd is very common, and it has
a well known correlation with increasing age. It has
been linked to physical occupations, but is by no means
exclusive to these.

Summary
Analysis of sk2 demonstrated these were the remains
of a mature adult male, approximately 1.67m (5’6”)
in height. The individual was of robust build and
displayed well- developed degenerative joint disease
throughout the vertebral column.
Disarticulated remains
Disarticulated skeletal material was recovered from
the area immediately surrounding sk2 and a small
number of elements were also co-mingled with sk2.
The material included the partial remains of six
individuals, consisting of a juvenile between 6–10
years old; an infant approximately 2 years old; a
further infant approximately 1 year old; a neonate;
an additional adult, and cremated remains. The
cremated remains were extremely sparse, with
only one fragment of human long bone present.
An additional few fragments of burnt bone were
noted, but could not be confirmed as human.
Of note were the remains of the adult (the upper
third of a left femur), which displayed clear signs of
periosteal new bone formation (pnbf). Periosteal
bone formation is a generalised indicator of infection
which can be attributed to a wide range of conditions,
including (but not limited to) varicose veins, burns,
localised trauma, thyroid acropachy and leukaemia.
Without further skeletal elements from the individual,
it is impossible to narrow down the list of possible
causes.
Discussion
Analysis of the skeletal material excavated from
Victoria Park recorded the remains of an 11–13 year
old juvenile, a mature adult male and partial remains
of a further six individuals. Due to the small number of
individuals, analysis of population trends is not viable.
An inhumation from the general area has
previously been dated to the mid-first millennium
ad (Angus smr NO64SE0011, Grieg 2009), whilst
sk1 and sk2 have been dated to the early second
millennium ad. The range of pathology identified
within the assemblage is not abnormal or remarkable
for the Pictish or medieval period. Indeed, the dental
and degenerative conditions identified were common
throughout the past.

Artefacts analysis
The material recovered from Victoria Park includes
ceramics of medieval date indicating, perhaps,
domestic occupation of the area. However, the
potentially extensive landscaping of the site, which
probably occurred in the 1890s, makes the provenance
of all this material uncertain. Even the provenance
of those finds recovered from grave fills (with the
exception of the buckle and possible fitting) was not
secure due to the extensive truncation by the play-park
trench and the police investigation.
Unfortunately, during the closure of the former
Glasgow University Archaeological Research Division
in 2011, the iron buckle (sf 26) found with sk 1 was
lost. Rapid analysis of the remaining artefactual
material was conducted by Alastair Becket and Dr
Ewan Campbell (University of Glasgow) to assess the
potential for further specialist assessment. However,
after examining the material and considering the unsecure contexts in which they were encountered, it was
deemed not worthy of further detailed assessment.
A full catalogue is contained within the site archive.

Palaeo-botanical analysis
No palaeo-botanical material was recovered from any
of the six samples taken during the fieldwork. These
samples were dried and sieved within the Dickson
Laboratory in an effort to recover environmental or
artefactual evidence.

Radiocarbon dating and isotope analysis
Alastair Becket and Kate Britton

Two samples of bone were submitted for radiocarbon
dating (Table 1). The radiocarbon dates have been
calibrated using the intcal13 calibration curve
(Reimer et al 2013), OxCal v4.2.4 (http://c14.arch.
ox.ac.uk/) and the maximum intercept method (Stuiver
and Reimer 1986). Radiocarbon results have been
calibrated by the probability method (Stuiver and
Reimer 1993) and are quoted at 95% (2s) probability
in the text. Stable carbon and nitrogen isotope values
were generated alongside the radiocarbon data via
a continuous flow isotope ratio mass spectrometer,
coupled to an elemental analyser.
While no ‘baseline’ faunal isotope data (essential for
the detailed interpretation of human dietary isotope
data) were available from the site, comparison with other
human bone collagen data from medieval Scotland
permits some insights into the dietary habits of the two
individuals from Arbroath. Carbon (δ13C) and nitrogen
(δ15 N) isotope values of bone collagen from the earlier
skeleton (sk2) were -21.2 ‰ and 10.6 ‰ respectively,
suggesting protein in their diet primarily originated
from terrestrial faunal sources. While this is typical of
earlier medieval data from n–e Scotland (Barrett and
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Table 1 Radiocarbon dates.
lab code
context
sample
radiocarbon
				

δ13C relative
age BP

δ15N relative
to VPDB

95.4% probability
to air

SUERC-52455
SUERC-52456

-19.7 ‰
-21.2 ‰

12.9 ‰
10.6 ‰

1271–1391 cal AD
1029–1160 cal AD

SK1 (003)
SK2 (004)

human bone
human bone

676 ± 30
932 ± 28

Richards 2004; Lamb et al 2012; Curtis-Summers
et al 2014), there is a notable lack of marine fish in
this individual’s diet for the 11/12th century. While
marine fish consumption does tend to be connected to
Christianity and ecclesiastical communities in Scotland
and elsewhere in the medieval period (eg Müldner
et al 2009), isotope data from Aberdeen suggest lay
communities were also beginning to consuming varying
proportions of marine fish from the 1200s onwards
(Britton, unpublished data from St Nicholas Kirk,
Aberdeen). The lack of marine fish in the diet is also
surprising considering the proximity of Arbroath to the
coast, which could suggest this individual was a nonlocal. However, further isotope research (eg strontium
isotope analysis of tooth enamel) would be required to
confirm such a theory. In contrast, the later skeleton
(sk1) shows values typical of later High Medieval
lay-communities from Scotland (eg Edinburgh
Constitution street; Britton in Franklin et al 2019).
More negative δ13C values (-19.7 ‰), combined with
elevated δ15N values (12.9 ‰) in this individual indicate
a greater contribution of marine protein to the diet,

likely fish. Interestingly, the data from this juvenile
skeleton suggest that the diet of late childhood could
also include significant proportions of marine protein
in this period.

Discussion
The targeted excavation of the two burials, under the
guidelines of the Human-Remains Call-off Contract,
did not allow for exploration of the context beyond
the grave cuts, as far as they could be determined, and
the graves themselves had been heavily truncated. This
leaves us with a limited amount of information about
the graves and their environment. However, the very
fact that the burials and the disarticulated remains
were recovered from this location does indicate that
there was a previously unknown (or unlocated, see
below) burial ground here.
Following the rescue excavation work, a geophysical
magnetic survey was conducted (Morris 2009). Unfortunately, only fairly low-resolution images of the

Illus 8 Satellite image of area with geophysics plot overlaid (numbered points indicate locations specified in
Discussion section of paper).
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results were available for consultation; one of these has
been included in a composite image of the area (Illus 8).
The survey revealed, amongst several other anomalies,
a large rectangular enclosure (c 40 x 30m) around the
excavated area (Illus 8, Location 1). The two excavated
burials were within this enclosure.
The radiocarbon dates place the excavated burials
some 500 years after the previously dated inhumation
of the mid-first millennium ad (Illus 8, Location 3),
but before the recorded consecration date of 1485 for
St Ninian’s Chapel (Miller 1860, 129). The chapel’s
location, as marked on historic Ordnance Survey
maps and identified as a possible cropmark enclosure
on oblique aerial photography (RCAHMS 1998), is at
the eastern end of the Seaton Cliffs (Illus 8, Location
4) at an elevation some 5 m or more above the burials’
location and also above the site of St Ninian’s Well
(Illus 8, Location 2).
The radiocarbon dates straddle the date for the
formation of Arbroath Abbey (1178) and the burgh of
Arbroath a short time later (Perry 1998, 264). Along
with the earlier nearby cist inhumation, this indicates
that burial was a long-established practice in this
location and by extension that St Ninian’s Chapel predated the growth of Arbroath.
In terms of the graves themselves, both appear to
fit broadly with the character of Christian burials in
medieval Scotland. The use of a stone head box for
sk2 may be a somewhat earlier tradition of burial
(Maldonado 2011, 103), which seems consistent with
the earlier radiocarbon date. The row of quartz pebbles
next to sk1 (Illus 4) is not unusual in burial contexts
(Daniell 2005, 163); it may also indicate a link to the
nearby holy well, as quartz pebbles were sometimes
used as prayer beads or counters in this context
(Gilchrist 2008, 138).

Conclusion
The rescue excavations carried out at Victoria Park in
2009 have revealed further evidence of burials within
the vicinity of St Ninians Chapel. The inhumations and
disarticulated bones, along with the later geophysical
survey, indicate long-established use of the area as a
graveyard, perhaps within a defined enclosure. The
nearby first-millennium cist inhumation lay outside
this putative enclosure; it could indicate there was an
earlier burial ground in a slightly different location.
The skeletons and graves themselves provide us
with narrow snapshots of what may have been a
geographically and temporally extensive burial ground.
They, along with the much earlier cist inhumation,
each contained distinct elements which might hint at
changing attitudes towards burial, but they represent
too small a sample on their own to develop such
ideas further.
Prior to the establishment of Arbroath Abbey and
the burgh, St Vigeans, 2.5km to the nw of St Ninians,
appears to have been a focal point for the royal estate,

going by the remarkable collection of Pictish stones
housed there. St Vigeans was, until the Reformation,
the Parish Church for Arbroath (Perry 1998, 264). The
archaeological evidence suggests that St Ninians Chapel
and burial ground also have served the people of the
area for many centuries.
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Abstract
The articulated remains of two skeletons, their
associated grave contexts and further disarticulated
remains were excavated on behalf of Angus Council
at Victoria Park, Arbroath in March/April 2009. The
burials had been disturbed during the construction
of a children’s play-park. The articulated remains
of a male adult and a juvenile, both buried in supine
positions on an E–W alignment with their skulls to
the W, were recovered and radiocarbon dated to the
11th/12th and the 13th/14th centiury respectively.
An iron buckle, since lost, was recovered alongside
the skeleton of the juvenile. The adult burial had
been severely truncated and disturbed, leaving the
skeleton only partially complete. Further artefacts and
disarticulated human bone were also recovered from
the topsoil, grave fills and spoil heaps. This discovery,
along with other archaeological evidence, suggests that
a cemetery was located here. It may have been related
to St Ninians Chapel, of which no surface remains
survive.
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human burial
St Ninian’s Chapel
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