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Between life and death: domestic and possible funerary
remains at Blackdog, Aberdeenshire
Stuart Wilson
with contributions by T B Ballin, R Engl, D McLaren and J Robertson
Introduction and background
Archaeological excavation works were undertaken by
aoc Archaeology in May 2016 in two areas within a
plot of land to the north of Blackdog, Aberdeenshire
(Illus 1), where archaeological evaluation in 2009 had
revealed remnants of prehistoric habitation (Clements
and Cook 2009). This lay within a larger development
site, where archaeological evaluation to the north and
south, and watching brief works to the south-west were
undertaken by Cameron Archaeology in 2015 and 2016
(Cameron and Lenfert 2016). Cameron Archaeology’s
work identified a significant lithic assemblage
(described in the present report). All these phases of
fieldwork were required by Aberdeenshire Council
Archaeological Service (acas) who agreed the scope
of works. The excavation of 2016 revealed a number of
features, including the remains of two arcs of postholes,
interpreted as the remains of shelters or potentially
truncated roundhouses, a more ephemeral structure and
an oval-shaped ring ditch. A small artefact assemblage
was recovered, which together with a programme of
radiocarbon dating characterised the occupation of the
site as being largely of Middle Bronze Age date. The
ring ditch may belong to this period or may evidence
a Chalcolithic or Early Bronze Age funerary structure.
A number of linear features were also discovered during
the excavation, interpreted as evidence for post-medieval
farming activity – post-medieval ceramic was recovered
from one of these features. These ran north-east/
south-west through the western excavation area (Area
A). Further evidence for medieval and post-medieval
activity was recovered in the form of pottery sherds
from pit features [002] and [010] located in close
proximity to post-medieval furrows and field drains
(Illus 2). However, these features will not be discussed
in detail further, as this report concentrates on the
prehistoric activity identified during the excavation.
The site is centred on ngr NJ 9588 1514 and was
located in land under pasture, bounded by agricultural
land to the north, south and west, and by a rifle
range to the east (Illus 1). The landscape of the site
is characterised by undulating slopes utilised for
agriculture. During the excavation it was apparent
that intensive agricultural activity has had a noticeable
impact on the archaeological potential of the area, with
all the features discovered showing signs of disturbance
and commonly truncation. This may, in part at least,
explain the relative isolation of the features identified.
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This area of Aberdeenshire has a known rich
potential for archaeology. Following aoc’s evaluation
at Blackdog in 2009 (centred at ngr NJ 9588 1514),
when trenching amounting to a total of some 7,840 m 2
identified zones containing features of archaeological
significance comprising a probable Bronze Age ringditch, remains of a potential roundhouse and pits
(Clements and Cook 2009), Cameron Archaeology
undertook evaluation works to the north and south
of the aoc evaluation between November 2015 and
January 2016, with a total of 33,334m 2 trenched.
Cameron Archaeology then undertook a watching
brief in April 2016 across an area in the south-west
of the development (Illus 1). Cameron Archaeology’s
works produced a lithic assemblage of 170 artefacts,
including seven flint tools, with material including a
possible late Upper Palaeolithic blade and a probable
later Bronze Age scraper and scraper-knife, though
no archaeological features were identified, likely
as a result of the detrimental effect of ploughing
over archaeological remains (Lenfert and Cameron
2016). The lithic assemblage recovered by Cameron
Archaeology is discussed below (‘The worked
stone’); most of the assemblage forms a coherent and
homogeneous group of technologically unsophisticated
blanks, cores and tools, most likely of a later Bronze
Age date. The majority of Cameron Archaeology’s
assemblage (102 lithics) was recovered from a watching
brief on a soil strip to the south of aoc’s excavation,
while much of the lithic material from Cameron
Archaeology’s evaluation also came from the area
south of aoc’s 2009 evaluation and 2016 excavation,
with a concentration of material in Trenches 11 to 17 in
the south field of the Cameron Archaeology evaluation,
on a slight rise (Lenfert and Cameron 2016, 13).
Recently, Headland Archaeology undertook work
on the Aberdeen Western Peripheral Route (awpr),
which identified significant archaeological features
at Blackdog in close proximity to the Cameron
Archaeology watching brief area. The initial awpr
evaluation found a pit with sherds of Neolithic
Carinated Bowl and the subsequent excavation
recorded six pits, one of which contained sherds of
Neolithic pottery along with lithics (Dingwall et al.
2019, 254; Bruce Mann, pers. comm.). Headland also
undertook work to the north at Easter Hatton in 1998,
when walkover survey, evaluation and excavation
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Illus 1 Site location. (OS OpenData © Crown Copyright)

produced an assemblage of over 400 flint artefacts, of
perhaps Neolithic or Bronze Age date (Holden 1998;
National Record of the Historic Environment [nrhe]
Reference: NJ91NE 58). Another evaluation in 2000
at Wester Hatton Farm, to the west of the Blackdog
site, identified possible undated archaeological
features and remains of rig and furrow, and recovered

a single fragment of worked flint from topsoil (nrhe
Reference: NJ91NE 64; Halliday 2000). As part of
the awpr works between 2015 and 2016, Headland
Archaeology uncovered ‘remains of five structures
and a series of small and large pits’ with pottery and
lithic material indicating Neolithic and Bronze Age
domestic occupation at Wester Hatton when the area
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Illus 2 Area A site plan.

of a circular cropmark (nrhe Reference: NJ91NE 36)
was investigated (Dingwall et al. 2019, 254; Wilson
2018; nrhe Reference: NJ91NE 94). Remains of five
structures associated with settlement in the Bronze
Age, between 1700 and 900 bc, were identified,
comprising four structures with outer post-rings and
ring-ditches and another structure with and outer ringgroove and an inner post-ring. Also identified was a
Neolithic pit cluster while the recovery of artefacts such
as Impressed Ware from the Middle Neolithic period
indicated longevity of settlement in the area (ibid.,
267–8). In addition, as part of the same awpr works,
at Middlefield to the west of Blackdog, Headland
excavated six pits, four of which contained evidence for
flint knapping and Mesolithic activity. Radiocarbon
dating of charcoal from Middlefield indicates that the
awpr works have encountered evidence for pit digging
in the Chalcolithic/Early Bronze Age period (Dingwall
et al. 2019, 255–6, 278; Bruce Mann, pers. comm.).
Notable upstanding sites within the immediate
area include the Scheduled Monument of The Temple
Stones, stone circle ne of Potterton House (Index No
3275; nrhe Reference: NJ91NE 7), a recumbent stone
circle (Barnatt 1989, 297) located to the north near the
settlement of Potterton. Also Scheduled is a nearby

cairn of probable Neolithic or Bronze-Age date, Home
Farm Cottage, cairn 325m n of (Index No 12433; nrhe
Reference: NJ91NW 98). To the north of the Blackdog
site are remains of the round barrow of Bairnie Hillock
at nearby Easter Hatton (Shepherd 1984).
As with much of Aberdeenshire, sites in the
immediate vicinity identified from aerial photography
comprise a combination of evidence for funerary
monuments, settlement and agricultural remains
(Clements and Cook 2009). For example, a possible
prehistoric roundhouse (nrhe Reference: NJ91NE
36), excavated subsequently during the awpr works
(Dingwall et al. 2019, 254, 262–78), and a souterrain
(nrhe Reference: NJ91NE 37) lie to the immediate
north-west of the development, while a series of
cropmarks including a possible square barrow (nrhe
Reference: NJ91NE 62) lies to the west of the site
at Middlefield. Evidence for rig and furrow (nrhe
Reference: NJ91NE 16) has also been identified in the
vicinity, including at Blackdog Links to the north-east
of the excavated areas (Greig 1994), at Blackdog Rifle
Ranges to the east (nrhe Reference: NJ91SE 4), and
at Wester Hatton Cottages (nrhe Reference: NJ91NE
36) and Potterton (nrhe Reference: NJ91NW 25) to
the west.
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The excavation

Structure 1

Archaeological evaluation in 2009 had revealed two
concentrations of prehistoric activity – this led to the
targeted excavation of two zones of archaeological
activity, referred to hereafter as Areas A and B, both
measuring 50m x 50m in plan (Illus 1). Area A (Illus
2) targeted an oval-shaped enclosure revealed during
the evaluation, whereas Area B (Illus 3) focused on
exposing the extent of curving posthole alignments
(Clements and Cook 2009). In addition, further
evaluation works by Cameron Archaeology in
2015 and 2016, and a watching brief undertaken
by Cameron Archaeology in 2016 identified areas
with concentrations of lithic material south of
Areas A and B (Lenfert and Cameron 2016).

In Area B, Structure 1 was evidenced by four postholes
[077], [055], [059] and [061] forming a curvilinear
pattern running from the south-east to north-west (Illus
4 and 6). A number of these appeared to have been
severely truncated, suggesting that further (now-lost)
postholes associated with this structure may have been
removed by extensive ploughing. All four postholes
were of approximately the same size, measuring
c.0.45m in diameter by between 0.26m and 0.35m
in depth, with brown sandy silt fills – no artefacts
were recovered from these features. This feature
was interpreted as representing remains of a shelter
or, more tentatively, a roundhouse. The latter
interpretation is dependent on the possible former

Illus 3 Area B site plan.
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existence of postholes, now lost to disturbance and
truncation, to the west. The dimensions of such a
structure cannot be accurately estimated, though its
likely minimum diameter would have been c. 6m.
Structure 2
Structure 2 consisted of the truncated remains of six
postholes [041], [073], [053], [051], [049] and [075]
running from south-east to north-west (Illus 5 and 6)
crossing the area of Structure 1 to the south. As with
Structure 1, these postholes also appeared to have been
considerably truncated. Again, this appears to represent
a possible shelter, and was tentatively identified as an
element of a possible roundhouse structure in the field.
Arguing against the interpretation of this as a post-built
structure is the variation in size of the cut features.
Unlike Structure 1, the postholes differed considerably
in size, ranging from 0.95m in diameter by 0.30m in
depth to 0.35m in diameter by 0.18m in depth. Again,
the fills comprised brown sandy silt. Postholes [049],
[051] and [073] had been discovered during the original
evaluation when a sherd of pottery (Evaluation sf 2)

Illus 4 Structure 1.

Illus 6 Sections of postholes of Structures 1 and 2.
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was recovered from the fill of posthole [073]. A further
sherd of pottery (sf 9) was recovered from posthole
[053] during the excavation.
As was the case with Structure 1, the degree of
truncation made estimating the dimensions of this
putative structure difficult, though if it was indeed
part of a roundhouse, it may again be around 6.5m
in diameter. If so, it is possible that posthole [033],
interpreted as an element of Structure 3 (see below) may
be a surviving southern element of this roundhouse.
Structure 3
Putative Structure 3 consisted of three postholes [033],
[035] and [037] to the immediate south of Structures
1 and 2, forming a curvilinear pattern running northwest to south-east (Illus 3). The pits varied in shape and
size, ranging from 0.5m to 0.7m in diameter; the fills of
all three postholes again comprised brown sandy silt. In
the field it was judged that the full extent of features in
this area was identified and it was tentatively identified
as a possible temporary shelter or wind break but this
may be just a serendipitous alignment of three features.

Illus 5 Structure 2.

6

Ring ditch
In Area A, an oval ring ditch feature, with an opening
to the south, identified during the evaluation is an
unusual feature, the true purpose of which is difficult
to discern. There is a paucity of artefactual evidence
and the environmental data is relatively uninformative.
However, the structure is believed to have had a
funerary purpose.
The ring ditch [020] lay some distance to the west
of Structures 1 to 3 and was orientated nne by ssw,
measuring 5.70m in length by 4.45m in width with a
single entrance at the southern end of the structure
(Illus 7). It was between 0.25m and 0.45m in depth. The
structure was oval in plan, with predominantly steeply
sloping sides. There was no evidence of postholes and no
postpipes were identified. The mixed deposits infilling
the ditch, the upper (021) comprising sub-rounded
stones with mid brown silty sand while the lower (022)
consisted of sandy clay and stones (022), may represent
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remnants of a slowly eroded bank. A series of large
stones throughout the ditch fill could represent the
remnants of a denuded cairn or bank. Occasional flecks
of charcoal were observed throughout the upper fill.
During the original evaluation occasional fragments of
burnt bone were visible, while flint was recovered from
both fills (Evaluation sf 3 and sf 4). Flint fragments (sf
5, sf 7 and sf 8) and a prehistoric pottery sherd (sf 6)
were recovered from the upper fill of the ditch during
the excavation.
While no features were present within the centre
of the ring ditch, this could be the result of truncation
due to intensive farming that was evident elsewhere,
limiting the overall preservation of this structure and
resulting in any remains of a cairn or burial structure
having been destroyed. The presence of a funerary
structure is supported by a single granite slab (Illus 8),
somewhat out of place when compared to the stone in
the surrounding area, found within close proximity to
the structure. The dimensions (approximately 0.7 m

Illus 7 Plan and sections of ring ditch [020].

Illus 8 Granite slab found during 2009 evaluation.
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long by 0.5 m wide) and flat shape of this slab would
be ideal for use as part of a cist wall. However, the ring
ditch survived to a depth of as much as 0.45m, and
thus the lack of stronger evidence for the presence of
a central burial structure, such as internal features and
grave goods, means that this interpretation is uncertain.
During the excavation of slots through the ring ditch,
flint fragments and a single sherd of prehistoric pottery
were recovered. Radiocarbon dates were retrieved
from two of the slots: birch charcoal from the upper
fill in Slot A (suerc-69314) produced a calibrated date
of between 1511 and 1324 bc (at 2 sigma), while alder
charcoal from the lower fill (suerc-69315) produced
a calibrated date ranging between 2291 and 2042
bc (at 2 sigma). This broad range of dates, between
the late 3rd and mid 2nd millennium bc is open to
interpretation. It is possible that this is a feature of
relatively early date (in comparison with the rest of
the excavated features), and it could be an ephemeral
example of a Chalcolithic/ Early Bronze Age burial
monument, such as the Beaker graves surrounded
by ring-ditches identified at Upper Largie (Sheridan
2008) and Newmill, Perthshire (Watkins and Shepherd
1980), with the later date from the Blackdog ring ditch
representing material built up over a long period of
silting or intrusive material resulting from bioturbation.
However, it is also possible that the fills were rapidly
developed and that the early date from the lower fill
represents the reworking of early material in a later
feature, broadly contemporary with the structures
identified in Area A.

Associated features
A number of isolated features were scattered around
Structures 1 and 2, and Structure 3. Many of these
appeared to be heavily truncated, most likely due to
prolonged exposure to agricultural activity. While
most of these were small isolated pits, ranging in
size from 0.25 m x 0.30 m x 0.09 m to 0.77 m x
0.75 m x 0.45 m, two were more of considerable
size. These two pit features [031] and [067] (Illus 9)
were located to the south-west and the north-east
of the main cluster of features in Area B. Pit [031]
measured 2.10m in diameter by 0.72m in depth [031]
while pit [067] measured 2.02m in diameter and
0.75m in depth. No artefacts were retrieved from
either pit but given their proximity to the dated
features it is assumed they belong to the same
period of prehistoric activity.
In Area B, there were two groups of pit features.
To the north-east of ring ditch [020] a widely spaced,
likely fortuitous, north/south alignment of three
oval and sub-circular pits [012], [014] and [016] was
visible (Illus 3). These pits ranged in size from 0.37m
by 0.21m to 0.65m by 0.59m. A single fragment of
flint (sf 4) was recovered from the fill of pit [016],
while a sample of barley charcoal (suerc-69313)
from pit [014] provided a calibrated radiocarbon
date range between 1393 and 1129 bc (at 2 sigma),
suggesting that it was perhaps backfilled in the midto-late 2nd millennium bc, either at the same time
or slightly after the ring ditch had been backfilled.

Illus 9 Sections of pits [031] and [067].
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Likely medieval and post-medieval features
To the south-east of the ring ditch a group of three
circular pits [002], [004] and [006] was recorded –
a single fragment of unglazed redware (sf 1), likely
of 13th- or 14th-century date (Haggarty 2016), was
recovered from pit [002]. It is possible therefore that
these features relate to medieval (or post-medieval)
activity. Nearby, a larger oval pit [010] was cut by
a linear cultivation feature. A single sherd of glazed
redware (sf 2), dated to between the 17th and 19th
centuries ad (Haggarty 2016), was recovered from this
pit, indicating its likely post-medieval origin. However,
it is not impossible that these features may be of earlier
origin, with the pottery representing later disturbance.

Radiocarbon dating
Samples from wood, barley and hazel charcoal from
nine contexts underwent accelerator mass spectrometry
(ams) radiocarbon dating at the Scottish Universities
Environmental Research Centre in East Kilbride
(suerc). The calibrated age ranges were determined
from the University of Oxford Radiocarbon Accelerator
Unit calibration program (OxCal4). The macroplant
assemblage was however small and generally poorly
preserved, while the preservation of the charcoal
assemblage ranged from poor to adequate, limiting
the potential number of dating samples available. In
addition, there was evidence for substantial modern
contamination of deposits, including the movement of
soil by insect action, for example among the fills of ring
ditch [020] (Jackaline Robertson, pers. comm.). This
reworking of deposits limits the security of the results
of the radiocarbon dating programme.
With two exceptions (samples of alder charcoal
from the lower fill of ring ditch [020] (suerc-69315)
and from the fill of posthole [077] (suerc-69324)),
the calibrated radiocarbon dates (at 2 sigma) from
Blackdog clearly indicate the presence of Bronze Age
activity, concentrated around the mid-to-late second
millennium bc. The two exceptions appear to indicate
activity in the area as early as the 3rd millennium bc.
However, as noted above, the deposits from which
radiocarbon samples were obtained often contained
evidence for substantial bioturbation, including the
presence of insect eggs, limiting the security of the
results of the dating programme.
Dates for Structure 1 were derived from hazel
charcoal (suerc-69323) and alder charcoal (suerc69324) retrieved from the fills of postholes [055] and
[077]. These produced a calibrated date of 1528–1409
bc (at 2 sigma) for posthole [055] and a calibrated
date ranging between 2858 and 2491 bc (at 2 sigma)
for posthole [077]. The latter, relatively early date is
interpreted as potentially representing contamination
due to the reworking of early material; the fill of
posthole [077] contained evidence for movement of
soil through insect action.
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Two sets of radiocarbon dates were produced from
samples from Structure 2. A sample of alder charcoal
(suerc-69318) from posthole [051] produced a
calibrated date range (at 2 sigma) of between 1631
and 1459 cal bc, while a hazel charcoal sample (suerc69319) from posthole [053] provided a calibrated date
range between 1495 and 1292 cal bc (at 2 sigma).
Radiocarbon dates therefore suggest that Structures
1 and 2 were broadly contemporary, with their fills
being deposited in the mid 2nd millennium bc.
Samples of hazel charcoal (suerc-69316) and birch
charcoal (suerc-69317) taken from postholes [033] and
[035] respectively provided calibrated dates for putative
Structure 3, again within the mid 2nd millennium bc.
The sample from posthole [033] produced a date range
of between 1509 and 1323 cal bc (at 2 sigma), while the
sample from posthole [035] produced dates between
1495 and 1295 cal bc (at 2 sigma). These dates place
the abandonment of the structure in the same period
as Structures 1 and 2, again suggesting near or actual
contemporaneity.
A radiocarbon date was also derived from alder
charcoal (suerc-69315) from the lower fill (022) of
the ring ditch. This provided a calibrated date for the
structure between 2291 and 2042 bc (at 2 sigma).
However, a sample of alder charcoal (suerc-69314)
from the upper fill (021) provided a calibrated date
range between 1511 and 1324 bc (at 2 sigma). This
conflict in dates is interpreted as likely being due to
contamination though it is unclear which date is closest
to representing the period of use of the monument – the
sample of alder from fill (022) was of a small size, and
may represent reworked material and both the samples
came from deposits disturbed by root and insect action.
The early date from deposit (022) could be indicative of
the construction of this feature in the Chalcolithic/Early
Bronze Age. However, a later (i.e. Middle or Late Bronze
Age date) for the infilling of this feature is supported
by the presence of a later Bronze Age flint flake (sf 7)
within fill (021) (Rob Engl, pers. comm. and below).
A sample of barley charcoal (suerc-69313) from pit
[014], an isolated pit in the vicinity of ring ditch [020]
provided a calibrated date range between 1393 and 1129
bc (at 2 sigma), suggesting that it was in use at the same
time or slightly after the ring ditch had been backfilled.

Specialist analyses of artefacts and ecofacts
Small assemblages of artefacts, including both prehistoric
ceramics and worked stone, were recovered during the
evaluation works and later excavation. Environmental
samples were taken from deposits on the site and
processed, recovering a single fragment of burnt
bone along with macroplant remains. Specialist
reports on each of these can be found below. This
includes a summary of the lithic material recovered
during Cameron Archaeology works in 2015 and 2016.
Full methodologies and catalogues can be found in the
site archive.
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Table 1 Blackdog radiocarbon dates.
* where two or more date ranges occur, this is a result of the calibration plot
SUERC sample no
material
context
uncal BP
				
SUERC-69313
barley
015 fill of pit
3018±34
(GU41952)
caryopsis
[014] Area A

SUERC-69314
birch
(GU41953)
charcoal
		
		
SUERC-69315
alder
(GU41954)
charcoal
		
		
SUERC-69316
hazel
(GU41955)
charcoal
		

1 σ cal date range
(68.2% prob)
1374–1356 BC
1302–1213 BC

021 Slot A
3173±34
1496–1474 BC
upper fill of
1461–1418 BC
ring ditch [020]		
Area A			
022 Slot C
3765±34
2278–2251 BC
lower fill of
2229–2222 BC
ring ditch [020]
Area A			
034 fill of
3171±34
1496–1475 BC
posthole [033]
1461–1416 BC
Structure 3
Area B
SUERC-69317
birch
036 fill of
3128±34
1440–1385BC
(GU41956)
charcoal
posthole [035]
1340–1311BC
		
Structure 3
Area B
SUERC-69318
alder
052 fill of
3278±34
1610–1576 BC
(GU 41957)
charcoal
posthole [051]
1565–1511 BC
		Roundhouse
		
Structure 2
Area B
SUERC-69319
hazel
054 fill of
3127±34
1438–1385 BC
(GU41958)
charcoal
posthole [053]
1340–1311 BC
		Roundhouse
		
Structure 2
Area B
SUERC-69323
hazel
056 fill of
3191±34
1497–1435 BC
(GU41959)
charcoal
posthole [055]
		Roundhouse
		
Structure 1
Area B
SUERC-69324
alder
078 fill of
4075±34
2835–2817 BC
(GU41960)
charcoal
posthole [077]
2666–2569 BC
Roundhouse
2516–2501 BC
Structure 1
Area B

2 σ cal date range
(95.4% prob)*
1393–1336 BC
1324–1188 BC
1181–1159 BC
1145–1129 BC
1511–1391 BC
1336–1324 BC

δ13

C (0/00)

2291–2122 BC
2093–2042 BC

-27.6

1509–1391 BC
1336–1323 BC

-27.6

1495–1476 BC
1460–1295 BC

-27.0

1631–1496 BC
1477–1459 BC

-26.4

1495–1477 BC
1459–1292 BC

-28.4

1528–1409 BC

-27.5

2858–2810 BC
2750–2723 BC
2700–2558 BC
2536–2491 BC

-25.2

-21.9

-26.1

Prehistoric ceramic assemblage
Dawn McLaren
A total of 79.2g of pottery sherds was recovered from
the archaeological works at Blackdog, comprising four
individual sherds of four prehistoric pots. Single small
body sherds from hand-made, coil-constructed pots
came from the upper fill of ring ditch [020] and from
the fill of posthole [053] associated with Structure 2.
The body sherd (aoc sf 6) from the upper fill of [020]

has a smoothed, possibly slipped exterior and the
interior surface is coated in a black encrusted residue.
The body sherd (aoc sf 9) from the fill of posthole
[053] is heat-affected, suggesting burning after initial
firing. The small size and fractured condition of the
body sherds necessarily limits the inferences that can
be made regarding their date and function by visual
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Illus 10 Pottery. AOC Evaluation SF 1, the basal angle of a pot from pit [2304];
and AOC Evaluation SF 2 coil-constructed pot from pit [2410]/[073].

examination alone but radiocarbon dating of charred
material associated with both sherds indicates a Middle
Bronze Age date.
A slightly abraded sherd from the basal angle of a
flat-based, steep sided pot (aoc Evaluation sf 1; Illus
10) comes from the fill (2305) of a sub-oval pit [2304],
identified during the evaluation in a trench some 25m to
the west of Area B. A rim sherd from a closed-mouthed,
coil-constructed pot (aoc Evaluation sf 2; Illus 10) was
recovered from the fill of a cut feature [2410] during
the evaluation (later excavated as posthole [073] of
Structure 2). The flattened rim of aoc sf 2 is slightly
convex and inturned and derives from a non-necked
pot with a maximum external diameter of 180mm.
The exterior of the sherd is lightly sooted indicating
use, perhaps as a cooking pot, prior to breakage. The
form of this sherd fits well within the repertoire of
undecorated late Bronze Age domestic vessels, finding
broad parallels with rim sherds amongst the pottery
assemblages from Deer’s Den, Kintore (Alexander
2000, 48, illus 28), and Kilearnan Hill, Sutherland
(McIntyre 1998, 198, illus 18, cat no 2); Kiltaraglen,
Isle of Skye (Johnson 2013, 35, illus 29, nos P80, P06)
inter alia, suggesting a date in the second half of the
2nd millennium bc.
Each of the pots that the sherds from Blackdog
represent have been made from a fine-to-coarsetextured sandy clay which has frequent natural flecks
of mica, feldspar and rounded quartz. Angular grits
of quartz-diorite, which has probably been added as
temper, are present in the sherds from [020] and [054].
The worked stone
Torben Bjarke Ballin and Rob Engl

Table 2 Blackdog Cameron Archaeology lithics
assemblage.
evaluation
watching
total
		
brief
debitage
		
flakes
49
  59
108
blades
3
8
11
microblades
1		
1
indeterminate pieces
1
crested pieces		
total
54

5
6
1
1
73		127

cores
		
single-platform cores		
1
1
Levallois-like cores
  1
    1
split pebbles		
2
2
(early-stage bipolar cores)
bipolar cores
6
16
22
total
7
19
26
tools
		
short end-scrapers
1
2
3
side-scrapers		
1
1
backed knives
    1
    1
truncations		
2
2
combined tools
1		
1
(scraper-knives)
pieces with sporadic
4
4
8
edge-retouch
fire-flints
  1
    1
total
7
10
17
total

68

102

170

The Cameron archaeology evaluation and watching
brief
Torben Bjarke Ballin
An assemblage of 170 flint artefacts was recovered
during the Cameron Archaeology evaluation and
watching brief works at Blackdog (Lenfert and
Cameron 2016). The material was analysed with the
aim of characterizing and dating the finds. A detailed
catalogue is contained within the site archive. The
artefacts are referred to here by their original Cameron

Archaeology small finds (sf) number (in contrast to the
aoc sf numbering), and a selection is illustrated (Illus
11 and 12).
From the evaluation and watching brief at Blackdog,
170 lithic artefacts were recovered. They are listed in
Table 2. In total, 75% of the assemblage was debitage,
whereas 15% were cores and 10% tools.

Between life and death: domestic and possible funerary remains at Blackdog, Aberdeenshire

Illus 11 A range of lithic artefacts recovered during the Cameron Archaeology works.
SF 23 Proximal-medial fragment of a very large and regular broad blade
SF 24 Flake with edge retouch
SF 29/31 Combined scraper-knife
SF 50 Short end-scraper
SF 69 Levallois-like flake
SF 56 Levallois-like core
SF 78 Fragmented truncated blade
SF 83 Bipolar core
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Illus 12 A range of lithic artefacts recovered during
the Cameron Archaeology works.
SF 104 Backed knife
SF 109 End-scraper
SF 136 End-scraper

SF
SF
SF
SF

144 Side-scraper
147 Bipolar core
149 Medial-distal fragment of a crested blade
159 Conical microblade core
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Raw materials
Apart from one flake in quartz (sf 75) and one in
chalcedony (sf 120), the lithic assemblage from the
Cameron Archaeology works consisted entirely of flint.
The assemblage includes – like most flint assemblages
from Aberdeenshire – substantial numbers of pieces in
honey-brown, red, orange and yellow colours, but grey,
beige and cream pieces are also common, and light
olive-green/-brown nuances are also present. Most of
the flint is fine-grained material with excellent flaking
properties, but a proportion of the finds is in mediumand coarse-grained forms of raw material, affected by
different types of impurities. The impurities may be
large chalk balls, clusters or sheets of micro-crystals, or
fossils, which all diminish the flint’s flaking properties.
Approximately three-quarters of the unmodified
and modified flakes and blades have varying degrees
of exterior cortex. This cortex is generally smooth and
abraded, indicating that the raw material was procured
from a secondary source, most likely the nearby
shore. In this part of Scotland, flint is continuously
being washed ashore from chalk deposits in the North
Sea (Harker 2002), and these flint-bearing deposits
are closest to land at the north-eastern corner of
Aberdeenshire.
The collected pebbles were probably generally fairly
small. However, the presence of some larger pieces,
such as broad blade sf 23 (width 21mm), Levalloislike core sf 56 (43 x 35 x 19mm), and a fragmented
truncated blade sf 78 (width 19mm), suggest that
bigger nodules were also available, or may have been
imported, either (in the late Upper Palaeolithic period)
from Doggerland (cf Ballin 2016b; Ballin and Bjerck
2016), or (in the later Neolithic) from Yorkshire (cf
Ballin 2011b). A bipolar core sf 15 and a retouched
flake sf 117 were characterized as water-rolled, while
twelve pieces (7%) were defined as fire-crazed; these
artefacts likely fell into domestic fires during the
production or use of tools.
Technological summary
Most of the assemblage probably represents one
(possibly later Bronze Age) industry, though a small
number of blades, cores and tools may be residual
material left by pre-Bronze Age groups.
The vast majority of the recovered flakes form a
homogeneous collection, and the attributes of these
pieces suggest that this assemblage was manufactured by
the application of an unschematic operational schema.
This approach fits the description of later Bronze Age
flintwork fairly precisely, and it was aptly described by
Herne (1991, 47) in his discussion of the later Bronze
Age finds from Grimes Graves:
There were no stages of reduction to follow, nor
were there any standardised products to create. The
commonly held view of flintworking as a learned
tradition, often implicitly assumed in British studies,
would seem to be inappropriate in this context.
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Equally hard to apply would be a cognitive, or ‘mental
template’, model of flintknapping, as for instance
that proposed by Bonnichsen (1977). If any model is
a useful one in this instance it might simply be that
which is given by the notion of ‘following a rule’,
the rule perhaps being: ‘rotate the core to find a flat
platform above a ridged face and hit it’.
The main differences between the assemblage from
Grimes Graves (where large mined nodules were
available) and the present assemblage (based on
considerably smaller beach pebbles) are the absence
of bipolar material in the former and the presence of
numerous bipolar flakes and cores in the latter. The
simplistic technological approach defined above is
supported by several attributes of the assemblage. In
total, approximately three-quarters of the Blackdog
flakes have cortical dorsal faces, with 21% being
primary flakes. Most of the flakes have cortical
platform remnants and display no sign of platform
preparation or platform-edge trimming. Most likely,
cores were not prepared (e.g. crested), but production
of flakes was initiated on pebbles that had not even
been partially decorticated. In some cases, flakes were
also detached from the ventral faces of larger thick
flakes – ‘flaked flakes’ or Kombewa cores (Ashton et
al. 1990; Inizan et al. 1992, 57), such as flakes sf 45
and sf 61.
The presence of a group of split pebbles/bipolar
cores is informative, as the split pebbles suggest that,
in some cases, pebbles were reduced by the application
of anvil technique from beginning to end, whereas
the fact that some bipolar cores (sf 116 and sf 118)
are based on recycled irregular cores indicates that
many bipolar cores represent attempts to completely
exhaust abandoned platform cores by the application
of anvil technique. Apart from its bipolar element,
this operational schema corresponds precisely to
the one defined by the author for the later Bronze
Age assemblages from Raunds in Northamptonshire
(see Ballin 2002 for detailed discussion of later Bronze
Age reduction techniques).
One conical microblade core (sf 159) and one
Levallois-like core (sf 56) represent industries and
operational approaches that are of earlier date and
vastly more sophisticated than the site’s dominating
Bronze Age operational schema. However, apart from
one Levallois-like flake (sf 69) no blanks or implements
based on these approaches were recovered at Blackdog.
Following the discovery of the Upper Palaeolithic
Hamburgian site at Howburn in South Lanarkshire
(Ballin et al. 2010), as well as other potentially Upper
Palaeolithic material from Scottish sites, it cannot be
ruled out that an impressively large, technologically
sophisticated blade sf 23 may be a very early piece
indeed, and the character of the blade of truncated
piece sf 78, as well as crested blade sf 149, may
represent either late Upper Palaeolithic or later
Neolithic industries.
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Dating
Most of the assemblage forms a coherent and homogeneous group of technologically unsophisticated
blanks, cores and tools. These pieces are most likely
of a later Bronze Age date. The operational schema
responsible for the production of most of the flakes
from Blackdog may be defined as ‘unschematic’, and
the flakes are generally quite similar to flakes recovered
in connection with two later Bronze Age post-barrow
knapping floors at Raunds in Northamptonshire,
apart from the fact that Scottish later Bronze Age
assemblages tend to include much bipolar material,
whereas contemporary southern British sites tend to
only include hard percussion blanks (Ballin 2002).
In addition to this group of material, the collection
includes individual residual pieces, representing
different periods and industries. Broad blade sf
23 (w 21mm), crested blade sf 149 (w 16mm), and
truncated blade sf 78 (w 19mm) could well be late
Upper Palaeolithic pieces, and in terms of size and
technological sophistication they would not have
been out of place at the Hamburgian Howburn site
in South Lanarkshire (Ballin et al. 2010), although a
later Neolithic date cannot be ruled out. Conical core
sf 159 probably dates to the later Mesolithic to Early
Neolithic period, while a Levallois-like core (sf 56)
and a Levallois-like flake (sf 69), both indicate a
presence at the site during the later Neolithic period
(Ballin 2011a; Suddaby and Ballin 2010).
The presence of a fire-flint (sf 27) probably
represents activity around Blackdog in the Iron Age
to post-medieval period when steel strike-a-lights
were used.
Conclusion
As described above, the present assemblage includes
elements from a number of periods, but it is clearly
dominated by later prehistoric material, probably
dating to the later Bronze Age period. Although the
finds are unstratified, the flints and their associated
operational schema are generally so similar to finds and
operational schemas associated with other later Bronze
Age sites, such as the Raunds knapping floors (Ballin
2002), that their relative date is almost certain.
The 2016 excavation
Rob Engl
A total of 17 pieces of chipped stone was recovered
during the 2016 excavation works undertaken at
Blackdog. This material was macroscopically examined
and a general characterisation of the material was
undertaken. A complete catalogue of the material
was made and is included in the site archive. A brief
description of the artefacts is given below. The artefacts
were macroscopically classified according to standard
analytical principles (Ballin 2000).
The assemblage consists of 17 pieces of flint
debitage. With the exception of an unstratified split
nodule (sf 102), which appeared to be from mottled

brown Yorkshire Wolds type flint, all the material can
be considered to be of local derivation. The flint ranges
in colour from pale grey to honey red and is typical
of material found in pebble form along the eastern
Scottish seaboard (Wickham-Jones 1986, 6). This
material originates in chalk deposits located within
the North Sea basin. The assemblage is relatively fresh
in appearance with the flint appearing fine grained
with good flaking properties. Signs of patination and
burning were restricted to single pieces. Where present,
the cortex has a rolled and water-worn appearance
suggesting that it was obtained from a secondary
source, most probably the nearby shoreline.
Seven of the artefacts were retrieved from secure
contexts with a further ten items being recovered from
the topsoil. No modified pieces were present. The
assemblage is summarised in Table 3.
Flakes were the most prevalent debitage class, with
three tertiary, four secondary and a single primary
example. The flakes were all fairly squat in shape
with unprepared platforms and pronounced bulbs of
percussion, indicating a relatively poorly controlled
reduction technique. A single flake (aoc sf 7) from the
upper fill of the ring ditch [020] showed two opposed
ventral faces. These flakes are commonly found in later
Bronze Age assemblages (Ballin 2002, 19 and 2016, 4),
and are the result of the reduction of cores of a type
referred to as ‘flaked flakes’ (Ashton et al. 1991; Inizan
et al. 1992, 57).
Four small, split and tested nodules were also
recovered during the works, again revealing smooth,
water-rolled, cortex. These pieces, together with the
three ‘orange segment’ artefacts of bipolar worked
shatter, indicate that this technique was the primary
means of reduction. This technique is a common method
of reducing small or intractable raw material and is
most prevalent in the Mesolithic and Bronze Ages.
Other artefacts consist of a single small tertiary
blade (aoc Evaluation sf 4) and a small multi-platform
blade/flake core (aoc sf 5.1), both from fills of the
ring ditch [020]. These artefacts are of probable Late
Mesolithic/Early Neolithic date.

Distribution and discussion
Only seven of the artefacts were obtained from secure
contexts and five of these were recovered from fills of
the ring-ditch enclosure [020]. The material recovered
from the archaeological works at Blackdog supplements

Table 3 Blackdog excavation worked stone assemblage.
type
flake
blade
bi-polar shatter
platform core
split nodule

total
   8
1
3
1
4

Environmental evidence
Jackaline Robertson

The charred macroplant assemblage (Table 4) was small
and preservation ranged from poor to adequate. A total
of 21 cereal caryopses were recovered from nine features.
The species and number identified were nine barley
caryopses (Hordeum sp), one bread/club wheat (Triticum
aestivum-compactum L), three wheat (Triticum sp) and
eight cereals that could not be identified further due to
poor preservation. There were also two fragments of
hazelnut (Corylus avellana L) shell fragments. There
was no evidence of deliberate or selective disposal of
any these remains within particular features.
This assemblage is small and generally poorly
preserved. It is therefore not possible to offer any real
insight into the diet, agricultural practices and status of
this site from the prehistoric period onwards. However,
the population living at this site were able to exploit
both cultivated cereal and wild food resources.

Table 4 The charred macroplant assemblage.

Charred macroplant

feature
isolated
isolated
ring ditch
ring ditch
ring ditch
Roundhouse
Roundhouse
Roundhouse
				
[020]
[020]
[020]
Structure 1
Structure 2
Structure 2
cut
pit [014]
pit [067]
enclosure
enclosure
enclosure
posthole [077]
posthole [051]
posthole [073]
context
015
068
021 slot A
021 slot C
22 slot C
  78
  52
  74
Area
    A
    B
   A
   A
    A
    B
   B
   B
sample vol (l)
    5
   17
  20
  20
    7
  20
  20
  10
% sort
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
Hordeum sp
barley
4		
1
1				
3
T aestivum-compactum L
bread/ club wheat								
1
Triticum sp
wheat			
2					
1
cereal
cereal
2
1			
2		
2
1
Corylus avellana L
hazelnut						
1			

Roundhouse
Structure 2
posthole [075]
76
   B
    1.5
100

the larger assemblage of unstratified material (Ballin
2016a) recovered during archaeological evaluation
and watching brief works undertaken at Blackdog by
Cameron Archaeology in 2015 and 2016 (Lenfert and
Cameron 2016). That evaluation produced an assemblage
of 170 lithic artefacts (summarised above), dominated
by later prehistoric material, largely dating to the
later Bronze Age period, and augmented by residual
material associated with Neolithic and Mesolithic,
and potentially Upper Palaeolithic, occupation. This
‘mixed’ type of lithic assemblage is common along
the Aberdeenshire coast where concentrated and longstanding occupation existed throughout prehistory. Large
lithic scatters of mixed Mesolithic, Neolithic and Bronze
Age material have been recorded to the immediate north
of Blackdog at Menie Links (Engl 2006).
Though much smaller than the Cameron
Archaeology assemblage, aoc’s works at Blackdog
produced a similar assortment of artefacts, with debitage
primarily relating to later Bronze Age occupation. As
with the Cameron Archaeology material, many of the
flakes have unprepared tertiary and cortical platform
remnants and display no sign of platform-edge trimming.
It is likely that the majority of the flakes were produced
by a combination of ad hoc hard hammer reduction
and through the application of the bipolar technique.
The presence of split nodules suggests raw material was
introduced on to the site in an un-worked form (Finlay
1997, 135). Though no bipolar cores were identified,
the majority of the fragments appear to be related to
bipolar working. Six flint flakes also showed attributes
related to this method, in the form of scalar working,
opposed, crushed ends and ‘orange segment’ shape.
This is probably an under representation. Bipolar
reduction represents an expedient lithic technology
often associated with the reduction of small, intractable
pebble material (Engl 2008, 231).
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The charcoal assemblage
The charcoal assemblage (Table 5) was small (62.6g)
and preservation of these fragments ranged from poor to
adequate. The species identified were oak (Quercus sp),
which accounted for 37%, followed by hazel (Corylus
avellana L) 28 %, alder (Alnus glutinosa L) 23%, birch
(Betula sp) 10% and apple/pear/hawthorn/quince

(Maloideae sp) 2%. The charcoal was concentrated
within two contexts [033] and [051], elements of
Structures 2 and 3. The wood species exploited are all
typical finds from a Scottish site with access to alder,
birch, hazel, apple/pear/hawthorn/quince and oak, the
charcoal remains typically representative of fuel debris.

Table 5 The charcoal assemblage
structure

feature
context
Area
species
pit [004]
005
A
Betula sp
pit [004]
005
A
Quercus sp
pit [014]
015
A
Alnus glutinosa L
pit [016]
017
A
Quercus sp
pit [031]
032
B
Betula sp
pit [031]
032
B
Quercus sp
Structure 2
posthole [041]
042
B
Alnus glutinosa L
Structure 2
posthole [041]
042
B
Quercus sp
pit [063]
064
B
Quercus sp
Structure 3 (or 2) posthole [033]
034
B
Alnus glutinosa L
Structure 3 (or 2) posthole [033]
034
B
Corylus avellana L
Structure 3 (or 2) posthole [033]
034
B
Quercus sp
Structure 3
posthole [035]
036
B
Betula sp
Structure 3
posthole [035]
036
B
Corylus avellana L
Structure 3
posthole [035]
036
B
Quercus sp
Structure 3
posthole [037]
038
B
Quercus sp
ring ditch
ring ditch [020]
021 Slot A
A
Alnus glutinosa L
ring ditch
ring ditch [020]
021 Slot A
A
Betula sp
ring ditch
ring ditch [020]
021 Slot B
A
Alnus glutinosa L
ring ditch
ring ditch [020]
021 Slot B
A
Betula sp
ring ditch
ring ditch [020]
021 Slot C
A
Betula sp
ring ditch
ring ditch [020]
021 Slot C
A
Corylus avellana L
ring ditch
ring ditch [020]
021 Slot C
A
Maloideae sp
					
ring ditch
ring ditch [020]
021 Slot C
A
Quercus sp
ring ditch
ring ditch [020]
022 Slot B
A
Alnus glutinosa L
ring ditch
ring ditch [020]
022 Slot B
A
Quercus sp
ring ditch
ring ditch [020]
022 Slot C
A
Alnus glutinosa L
ring ditch
ring ditch [020]
022 Slot C
A
Quercus sp
Structure 1
posthole [055]
056
B
Corylus avellana L
Structure 1
posthole [061]
062
B
Corylus avellana L
Structure 1
posthole [077]
078
B
Alnus glutinosa L
Structure 1
posthole [077]
078
B
Betula sp
Structure 1
posthole [077]
078
B
Corylus avellana L
Structure 1
posthole [077]
078
B
Maloideae sp
					
Structure 1
posthole [077]
078
B
Quercus sp
Structure 2
posthole [049]
050
B
Betula sp
Structure 2
posthole [049]
050
B
Corylus avellana L
Structure 2
posthole [049]
050
B
Quercus sp
Structure 2
posthole [051]
052
B
Alnus glutinosa L
Structure 2
posthole [051]
052
B
Corylus avellana L
Structure 2
posthole [053]
054
B
Corylus avellana L
Structure 2
posthole [073]
074
B
Corylus avellana L
Structure 2
posthole [075]
076
B
Quercus sp
					

name
no round-wood weight (g)
birch
1		
oak
    1
  0.1
alder
1		
n/a
oak
    5
  1.2
birch
1		
oak
    9
  2.3
alder
9		
oak
    1
  2.7
oak
    1
  0.2
alder
2		
hazel		
4
oak
    4
12.2
birch
1		
hazel
1		
oak
    3
  2.8
oak
  10
  4.6
alder
2		
birch
3		
2.4
alder
4		
birch
1		
2.3
birch
2		
hazel
2
2
apple/pear/
1					
hawthorn/quince
oak
    3
  5.2
alder
1		
oak
    1
  0.1
alder
3		
oak
    2
  1.3
hazel
2		
0.2
hazel
5		
0.5
alder
3		
birch
1		
hazel
3		
apple/pear/
1		
hawthorn/quince
oak
    2
  7.2
birch
3		
hazel
1		
oak
    1
  3.8
alder
5		
hazel
1
4
10.4
hazel
5
5
2.8
hazel
1		
0.1
oak
    5
  0.2
total
129		
62.6
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Conclusion
The small size of the environmental remains from
Blackdog makes understanding the function and
use of these features difficult. The most that can be
stated is that this was a domestic site with access to
cultivated cereals, hazelnuts and a variety of tree
species probably used for both fuel and building.

Discussion
The archaeological works at Blackdog are of
particular significance both in contributing to
our knowledge and understanding of the Bronze
Age landscape of Aberdeenshire and in the likely
identification of an example of a funerary structure
rarely seen in Scotland. Dating of the structures
identified on the site through a programme of
radiocarbon dating indicated activity ranging from
the 3rd millennium bc with the majority of dates
belonging to the the mid-to-late 2nd millennium bc.
Artefactual evidence, in particular in the form of the
lithic assemblage, which was most commonly not
associated with excavated features, further indicates
that there was activity concentrated in the area south
of the excavated features in both the Late Mesolithic /
Early Neolithic and later Bronze Age periods.
The ring ditch – a funerary structure?
The ring ditch identified in Area A provided two
distinct date ranges from its upper and lower fills.

Illus 13 Post-excavation view of ring ditch [020].

The sample (suerc-69315) from the lower fill (022)
provided a calibrated date between 2291 and 2042
bc (at 2 sigma) while a sample (suerc-69314) from
the upper fill (021) provided a calibrated date range
between 1511 and 1324 bc (at 2 sigma). The date
from the lower fill suggests a phase of Chalcolithic
/ Early Bronze Age activity, whereas the upper fill
appeared to date to the Middle Bronze Age. This
disagreement in the evidence may be due to the
reworking of the deposits within the ring ditch
through root and insect activity, and therefore an
accurate date for the use of this feature (beyond the
Bronze Age period in general) cannot be provided
with certainty. The single ceramic sherd (aoc sf 6)
recovered from the feature is too small and fractured
to provide accurate and reliable dating evidence
but appears Bronze Age in origin. The majority of
the worked stone assemblage was recovered from
the upper fill of the ring ditch with a flake (aoc sf
7) diagnostic of a Middle or Late Bronze Age date,
being identified (see Engl, above). This suggests that
the ring ditch was out of use by the later Bronze Age.
Considering the small size and irregular shape
of the ring ditch feature (Illus 13), practical
interpretations of its potential function appear
somewhat limited. It appears too small for domestic
purposes and, with no evidence of postholes to
sustain a permanent or semi-permanent structure,
the possibility of it having fulfilled an agricultural
role can also be eliminated. Similarities in the size
and construction techniques of the Blackdog ring
ditch to various structures observed at other sites,
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such as at Upper Largie, Kilmartin (Sheridan 2008)
and Gogarburn, Midlothian (Engl 2016), suggest it
represents the remains of a funerary structure. The
Beaker burial, surrounded by a ring-ditch at Upper
Largie, was dated to the 25th or 24th century bc
by radiocarbon dating, an early date for a Beaker
monument (Sheridan 2008, 247–51). This broadly
accords with the later 3rd millennium bc date from
the Blackdog ring ditch basal fill. However, the ring
ditch lacked any evidence of a burial in situ, and
thus this function cannot be certain. Cowie and
Shepherd (1997) note that modern intensive farming
practices have resulted in the reduction or obliteration
of Bronze Age monuments, and as the features at
Blackdog demonstrated considerable truncation,
this could explain the absence of a burial. Only a
single fragment of unidentifiable burnt bone was
recovered from the fills of the ring ditch, but the lack
of any skeletal remains is not unusual considering
the less than favourable qualities of Scottish soils for
preserving organic remains (Brück 2004). A single
pink granite slab was found within topsoil during
the evaluation within a trench located approximately
20m to the north of the ring ditch; it stood out from
the typical stone encountered on site which was
predominantly small gravel sized inclusion. This
slab could potentially have formed an element of a
burial monument, perhaps the side of a cist burial.
Funerary activity throughout the Bronze Age
reflects a broader shift in the way people were
engaging with both each other and the landscape.
Burial sites focussed on the individual rather than
on several ancestors (Lelong and MacGregor 2007)
and deposition of grave goods becoming a frequent
occurrence in most inhumations. Treatment of
remains and grave construction varies greatly from
site to site. At Blackdog, the presence of a ring ditch
[020] appears to represent a design seen at various
funerary sites. An example, much larger in scale than
Blackdog, was excavated at Seafield West, Inverness in
1996, where the ring ditch, 18.3m east/west by 17.5m
north/south, enclosed a variety of funerary structures
such as wooden coffin graves, a pit with a cremation
and a cist burial with a broad range of dates (Cressey
and Sheridan 2003, 47–50, 77–8).
The Blackdog ring ditch can be compared with
similar features where a funerary purpose has been
identified. It shows similar construction techniques
to a Bronze Age ring groove structure at Gogarburn,
Midlothian (Engl 2016), with large rounded stones
resting on the inner bank. The purpose of these
remains unknown but it is possible they formed part
of a denuded bank or cairn. A significant attribute of
the Blackdog monument is that an entrance is present.
Structures revealed during excavations at Newbridge
(Engl and Dunbar 2016, 6–8), of a similar size to
the Blackdog ring ditch, demonstrate recognisable
entrances into ring groove structures with these
being tentatively described as cremation burial sites.
However, these structures are considerably more

circular in plan than the structure at Blackdog
and have been dated to the Iron Age.
As noted above, there is also some similarity
between a Beaker Grave excavated at Upper Largie,
Kilmartin in 2005 and the Blackdog ring ditch
although at Upper Largie there was no apparent
entrance (Sheridan 2008). The ring ditch from
the burial at Upper Largie demonstrated a ring of
postholes on the exterior bank of the ditch, a feature
which is entirely absent from the structure at Blackdog.
The Beaker burial at Newmill, Perthshire (Watkins
and Shepherd 1980) appears to present the most
immediately comparable combination of features to
those present at Blackdog, with a ring ditch, defined
entrance and an absence of postholes from within
the ditch.
The post-built structures
The limited number of postholes identified at Blackdog
renders interpretation of the structures that they
represent particularly challenging. While it is possible
that the various features identified in Area B could
represent no more than a scatter of pits, the excavator
has tentatively identified arcs of cut features that
may represent remains of two or three shelters, two
of which could be remains of truncated roundhouses
(given the evidence for disturbance of much of the area
by later cultivation, visible during the excavation).
This potentially adds to the corpus of roundhouse
structures in this area, which includes a group of
structures identified recently during the awpr works
at Wester Hatton, to the west. The authors of those
works noted that the roundhouse was the ‘key type
of evidence from the Bronze Age’ in the area, with
roundhouses of Bronze Age date (most commonly
Middle and Late Bronze Age) encountered at Nether
Beanshill, Gairnhill and Chapel of Stoneywood along
the Peripheral Route (Dingwall et al. 2019, 317).
The preponderance of radiocarbon dates from both
the putative roundhouses and the nearby Structure
3 on the present site indicate a date of occupation
in the mid-to-late 2nd millennium bc, while to the
north-east of ring ditch [020] a line of postholes
appears, from radiocarbon dating of barley charcoal
(suerc-69313) from pit [014] to date to the mid-tolate 2nd millennium bc, either contemporary with, or
slightly later than Structures 1 and 2 (and the possible
backfilling of the ring ditch). However, a date from an
alder charcoal sample from posthole [077] of Structure
1 (suerc-69313) produced a date in the first half of the
3nd millennium bc, indicative of Neolithic activity, and
perhaps arguing for an earlier origin for at least one of
the features that made up this putative structure.
The shape and design of the putative roundhouse
structures would fit loosely with the type 4 structure
seen at Kintore (Cook and Dunbar 2008). However,
the cluster of pits within the area at Blackdog can only
tentatively be identified as representing shelters and
potentially roundhouses.
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Conclusions
Intensive and extensive farming practices have had
a considerable impact on the prehistoric archaeology
of Aberdeenshire. The reduction and obliteration of
archaeological sites has left considerable gaps in our
understanding of domestic and funerary practices in
Bronze Age Aberdeenshire and wider Scotland. At
Blackdog, farming practices appear to have led to the
diminution of the archaeological record. The presence
of Bronze Age (and other prehistoric) activity was
evidenced both by the retrieval of a significant lithic
assemblage by Cameron Archaeology, and by the
excavation by aoc in two distinct areas of remains of
former structures – a Bronze Age funerary structure
and Bronze Age settlement remains. The site at
Blackdog is of particular significance in adding to
the corpus of Scottish Bronze Age ritual structures,
providing a further possible example of the variety
in the constructed forms of funerary structures
throughout this period.

Acknowledgements
aoc Archaeology Group would like to thank Kirkwood
Homes Ltd and Ashfield Land for funding the work,
and for their patience throughout the course of the
archaeological investigations. This report includes
important input from the fieldwork of Cameron
Archaeology, and thanks are due to Ali Cameron, to
Torben Bjarke Ballin, for the analysis of lithics, and to
Jan Dunbar for lithics illustration. Advice was kindly
given by Bruce Mann of the Aberdeenshire Council
Archaeology Service. Thanks are also due to Rob
Engl, Dawn McLaren, and Jackaline Robertson for
undertaking the task of analysing the worked stone,
pottery and environmental materials from the aoc
works. Steven Watt and Rob Engl assisted during the
excavation while drawings were produced by Steven Watt
and Jamie Humble. The author would also like to thank
Mike Roy for commenting on and editing this report.

References
Alexander, D 2000 ‘Excavation of Neolithic pits, later
prehistoric structures and a Roman temporary camp
along the line of the A96 Kintore and Blackburn
Bypass, Aberdeenshire’, Proc Soc Antiq Scot 130,
11–75.
Ashton, N, Dean, P and McNabb, J 1991 ‘Flaked flakes:
what, when and why?’, Lithics 12, 1–11.
Ballin, T B 2000 ‘Classification and description of
lithic artefacts: a discussion of the basic lithic
terminology’, Lithics 21, 9–15.
Ballin, T B 2002 ‘Later Bronze Age flint technology:
a presentation and discussion of post-barrow
debitage from monuments in the Raunds area,
Northamptonshire’, Lithics 23, 3–28.

19

Ballin, T B 2011a ‘The Levallois-like approach of Late
Neolithic Britain: a discussion based on finds from the
Stoneyhill Project, Aberdeenshire’, in Saville, A (ed)
Flint and Stone in the Neolithic Period, 37–61. Oxford:
Oxbow Books (= Neolithic Studies Group Seminar
Papers 11).
Ballin, T B 2011b Overhowden and Airhouse, Scottish
Borders. Characterization and Interpretation of Two
Spectacular Lithic Assemblages from Sites near the
Overhowden Henge. Oxford: Archaeopress (= British
Archaeological Reports: British Series 539).
Ballin, T B 2016a ‘The lithic assemblage’, in Lenfert, R and
Cameron, A Archaeological Evaluation for Land at
Blackdog, Aberdeenshire, AB23 8BT. Site Code CA2662015. Unpublished Cameron Archaeology report.
Ballin, T B 2016b ‘Rising waters and processes of
diversification and unification in material culture: the
flooding of Doggerland and its effect on north-west
European prehistoric populations between ca.13000
and 1500 cal bc’, Journal of Quaternary Science,
32(2), 329–39.
Ballin, T B and Bjerck, H B 2016 ‘Lost and found twice:
discussion of an early post-glacial single-edged tanged
point from Brodgar on Orkney, Scotland’, Journal of
Lithic Studies 3(1).
Ballin, T B, Saville, A, Tipping, R and Ward, T 2010 ‘An
Upper Palaeolithic flint and chert assemblage from
Howburn Farm, South Lanarkshire, Scotland: first
results’, Oxford Journal of Archaeology 29(4), 323–60.
Barnatt, J 1989 Stone Circles of Britain: Taxonomic
and Distributional Analyses and a Catalogue of Sites
in England, Scotland and Wales. Oxford: British
Archaeological Reports (= British Archaeological
Reports: British Series 215).
Bonnichsen, R 1977 Models for Deriving Cultural
Information from Stone Tools. Ottawa: National
Museum of Man (= Archaeological Survey of Canada
Mercury Series Paper 60).
Brück, J 2004 ‘Early Bronze Age burial practices in
Scotland and beyond: differences and similarities, in
Shepherd, I and Barclay, G (eds) Scotland in Ancient
Europe: The Neolithic and Early Bronze Age of
Scotland in their European Context. Edinburgh:
Society of Antiquaries of Scotland.
Cameron, A and Lenfert, R 2016 Report on an
Archaeological Evaluation for Land at Blackdog,
Aberdeenshire, AB23 8BT Site Code CA 266-2015.
Unpublished Cameron Archaeology Report.
Clements, V and Cook, M 2009 Blackdog, Aberdeenshire
Evaluation: Data Structure Report. aoc Archaeology
unpublished client report.
Cook, M and Dunbar, L 2008 Rituals, Roundhouses
and Romans. Excavations at Kintore, Aberdeenshire
2000–2006. Volume 1: Forest Road. Edinburgh:
Scottish Trust for Archaeological Research (= star
Monograph 8).
Cowie, T G and Shepherd, I A G 1997 ‘The Bronze
Age’, in Edwards, K J and Ralston, I (eds) Scotland:
Environment and Archaeology, 8000 bc to AD 1000,
151–68. Edinburgh: John Wiley and Sons.

Stuart Wilson

20

Cressey, M and Sheridan, J 2003 ‘The excavation of a
Bronze Age cemetery at Seafield West, near Inverness,
Highland’, Proc Soc Antiq Scot 133, 47–84.
Dingwall, K, Ginnever, M, Tipping, R, van Wessel, J and
Wilson, D 2019 The Land was Forever: 15,000 Years
in North-East Scotland. Oxford: Oxbow.
Engl, R P 2006 The Menie Links Lithic Scatters. aoc
Archaeology unpublished client report.
Engl, R P 2008 ‘Chipped stone’, in Cook, M and Dunbar,
L Rituals, Roundhouses and Romans. Excavations at
Kintore, Aberdeenshire 2000–2006, Volume 1: Forest
Road. Edinburgh: Scottish Trust for Archaeological
Research (= star Monograph 8).
Engl, R P 2016 Barrow at Gogarburn, Edinburgh.
Unpublished aoc Archaeology grey literature report.
Engl, R and Dunbar, L 2016 ‘A Roman road runs through
it: excavations at Newbridge, Edinburgh’, Scottish
Archaeological Internet Reports 59. Available at
https://doi.org/10.9750/issn.1473-3803.2016.59.
Accessed 1 August 2019.
Finlay, N 1997 ‘Lithics from the Arran sites: summary
and discussion’, in Barber, J (ed) The Archaeological
Investigation of a Prehistoric Landscape: Excavations
on Arran 1978–1981, 131–6. Edinburgh: Scottish Trust
for Archaeological Research (= star Monograph 2).
Greig, M 1994 ‘Sites identified while checking aerial
photographs and maps held by grc, or as the result
of an aerial reconnaissance programme’, Discovery
Excav Scot 1994, 26.
Haggarty, G 2016 Medieval and Post-Medieval Ceramics
Report aoc Project No 21348. Unpublished archive
report for aoc Archaeology.
Halliday, S 2000 ‘Wester Hatton Quarry, Potterton
(Belhelvie parish), evaluation’, Discovery Excav Scot
(New Series) 1, 8.
Harker, S D 2002 ‘Cretaceous’, in Trewin, N H (ed) The
Geology of Scotland. London: The Geological Society.
Herne, A 1991 ‘The flint assemblage’, in Longworth, I,
Herne, A, Varndell, G and Needham, S Excavations
at Grimes Graves, Norfolk 1972–1976. Fascicule 3,
Shaft X: Bronze Age Flint, Chalk and Metal Working,
21–93. London: British Museum Press.
Holden, T 1998 ‘Easter Hatton, Belhelvie (Belhelvie
parish), prehistoric flint scatter’, Discovery Excav Scot
1998, 6.
Inizan, M-L, Roche, H and Tixier, J 1992 Technology
of Knapped Stone. Meudon: Cercle de Recherches
et d’Etudes Préhistoriques (= Préhistoire de la Pierre
Taillée 3).
Johnson, M 2013 ‘The prehistoric pottery’, in I Suddaby,
Excavation of post-built roundhouses and a circular
ditched enclosure at Kiltaraglen, Portree, Isle of Skye,
2006–7. SAIR 54 PDF download file, 35–40. Available
at http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archives/view/
sair/contents.cfm?vol=54. Accessed 11 August 2017.
Lelong O and MacGregor, G 2007 The Lands of Ancient
Lothian: Interpreting the Archaeology of the A1.
Edinburgh: Society of Antiquaries of Scotland.
Lenfert, R and Cameron, A 2016 Archaeological
Evaluation for Land at Blackdog, Aberdeenshire,

AB23 8BT. Site Code CA266-2015. Unpublished
Cameron Archaeology report.
McIntyre, A 1998 ‘Survey and excavation at Kilearnan
Hill, Sutherland’, Proc Soc Antiq Scot 128, 167–201.
Shepherd, I A G 1984 ‘Bairnie Hillock (Belhelvie parish):
round cairn/barrow’, Discovery Excav Scot 1984, 11.
Sheridan, J A 2008 ‘Upper Largie and Dutch–Scottish
connections during the Beaker period’, in Fokkens,
H, Coles, B J, van Gijn, A L, Kleijne, J P, Ponjee, H
H and Slappendel, C G (eds) Between Foraging and
Farming: An Extended Broad Spectrum of Papers
Presented to Leendert Louwe Kooijmans, 247–60.
Leiden: Leiden University (= Analecta Praehistoria
Leidensia 40).
Suddaby, I and Ballin, T B 2010 Late Neolithic and Late
Bronze Age lithic assemblages associated with a cairn
and other prehistoric features at Stoneyhill Farm,
Longhaven, Peterhead, Aberdeenshire, 2002–03.
SAIR 45 PDF download file. Available at http://
archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archives/view/sair/
contents.cfm?vol=45. Accessed 11 August 2017.
Watkins T and Shepherd I A G 1980 ‘A Beaker burial at
Newmill, near Bankfoot Perthshire’, Proc Soc Antiq
Scot 110 (1978–80), 32–43.
Wickham-Jones, C R 1986 ‘The procurement and use
of stone for flaked tools in prehistoric Scotland’, Proc
Soc Antiq Scot 116, 1–10.
Wilson, D 2018 ‘Aberdeen Western Peripheral Route,
watching brief and excavation’, Discovery Excav Scot
(New Series 18) (2017), 12–13.

Abstract
Archaeological evaluation in 2009 and 2015–16, and
subsequent targeted excavation in 2016 revealed the
presence of a number of archaeological features on a plot
of land to the north of Blackdog, Aberdeenshire. These
works identified evidence for two or potentially three
structures, two of which may be the truncated remains of
roundhouses, and an oval-shaped ring ditch, indicative
of a Bronze Age site where domestic and likely funerary
activity took place. Artefact assemblages of worked
flint and prehistoric ceramics were recovered from the
site. This evidence, combined with radiocarbon dating,
suggests a Middle Bronze Age date for the majority of
the significant features excavated though the ring ditch
may represent earlier, Chalcolithic or Early Bronze Age,
funerary activity, while artefactual evidence, including
a lithic assemblage, indicates activity in the wider area
in both the Late Mesolithic/Early Neolithic and later
Bronze Age periods.
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