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Introduction

The farm of North Straiton sits on an isolated fragment
of fluvio-glacial gravel terrace near Newport in Fife
(Illus 1). The freely draining conditions on the terrace
have contributed to the identification of numerous ar-
chaeological cropmarks over the years, including four
concentrations interpreted as unenclosed prehistoric
settlements (Illus 1.1–4). Two of these cropmarks have
been investigated by excavation, including two seasons
undertaken as part of the Scottish Field School of Ar-
chaeology in 1987 and 1988 (Illus 1.1; Watkins 1987,
1988 and 1992). In 1993 a much smaller-scale excavation
on a suspected ‘pit alignment’ was undertaken in ad-
vance of quarrying (Illus 1.5; Carter 1996).

Quarrying has now ceased and owners RMC Russell
recently sought permission for a small extension in or-
der to obtain material for restoration. The extension in-
truded into a Scheduled Ancient Monument and both
Fife Council and Historic Scotland granted conditional
consent. Headland Archaeology was commissioned to
undertake fieldwork designed to meet those conditions
and the terrace hosted its most recent excavation in the
spring of 2002.

The excavation recorded part of a Bronze Age crema-
tion cemetery and a line of postholes. Other excavated
features were thought to relate to earlier natural distur-
bance or later field boundaries. In this article the exca-
vated features and associated finds are described. The
results are then discussed with separate sections on the
pottery and human bone, with particular attention paid
to possible links with Ireland evidenced by the pottery,
and to the technology of the cremation process. Finally
the site is compared to other relevant excavations and
integrated with the surrounding landscape.

The cremation cemetery

The excavation recorded a scattered group of pits and a
line of postholes (Illus 2). All the pits had been trun-
cated by cultivation and soil erosion, and the excavators
noted that the sides of many had been disturbed by
bioturbation. Identification of an in situ burial was
definite in three cases (099, 110 and 125) based on the
amount of cremated human bone recovered from them
(Table 1). The remaining two had such small amounts
of bone that this interpretation is debatable (100 and
108). They were the two pits most damaged by trunca-
tion and the alternative interpretation for both is that
they were not burials but they were associated with the
cremation ceremony. However, the presence of some pot

fragments in one (100) strengthened the suggestion that
it was a burial and given that three definite burials were
identified this interpretation is preferred in both cases.

All the features were sampled and environmental
analysis revealed a general spread of charred barley
grain with one wheat grain (Brown 2003, Appendix 5).
They were not concentrated in any one feature and the
assemblage was typical for a prehistoric domestic site in
Scotland. There were also some weed seeds of wild rose
(Rosa sp) and charlock (Raphanus sp) along with nut-
lets of black/raspberry (Rubus sp), all characteristic of
hedgerows and agricultural wasteland.

Charcoal was recovered from almost all features,
varying from minute traces to larger concentrations.
Most commonly oak (Quercus sp), the charcoal frag-
ments and fewer fragments of charred hazelnut shell
(Corylus avellana) probably indicate the fuel used in the
cremation pyre.

Burial 099

Animals or roots had disturbed this sub-circular pit and
created an upper fill (098; Illus 3). The lower fill (102)
contained numerous fragments of cremated human
bone, charcoal and ash, and a pottery fragment. Analy-
sis of the bone, which was dated to 1890–1680 cal BC
(Table 2), suggested the remains were of a female indi-
vidual on account of a delicate zygomatic bone and a
smooth frontal bone above the orbits. Wear on the up-
per premolars and incisors was not advanced, suggesting
an age less than 35 years.

Pottery fragment

A single sherd, 20 x 20mm, with curving outer surface,
probably from the basal area of a large pot. The sherd is
almost certainly from an urn, but it is too small to be di-
agnostic as to type. Wall thickness at this point at least
14.5mm; inner surface missing. The fabric is soft, or-
ange-brown, and has hackly fracture surfaces, and is lib-
erally tempered with angular fragments of a black and
white speckled crystalline rock, up to 12.7mm across.
There is a shallow D-shaped indentation on the outer
surface but this is probably not decoration.

Burial 108

This small, circular pit was heavily truncated and sur-
vived to a depth of only 0.1m. The fill (107; Illus 3) con-
tained charcoal and fragments of bone from an adult
individual.
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Illus 2  Site plan.
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Burial 110

This burial was the best preserved, despite having been
disturbed by burrowing, which had created a mottled
upper fill (116; Illus 3). This contained several fragments
of a decorated pot (Illus 4), including several base sherds
whose position suggested to the excavator that the pot
had been inverted in the pit. The bottom part of the pot
was less well represented than the top, reflecting
bioturbation and truncation by ploughing, factors
which also affected the preservation of the cremated re-
mains (see Cremation technology). The lower fill (109)
contained charcoal, two calcined rib fragments from a
cow or horse, cremated human bone and more frag-
ments of the decorated pot. At the base of the feature
was an intact accessory vessel (Illus 5) resting on its side
and filled with some cremated bone and soil. There was
a particular concentration of cremated bone to one side

of the accessory vessel. Some time after the burial, bur-
rowing disturbed the decorated vessel and caused soil to
fall into the void beneath it, partially filling the accessory
vessel and covering the cremated remains.

The bone from the disturbed upper fill 116 was char-
acterised by larger fragments than those in the lower fill,
and it may be that the burrowing had sorted the frag-
ments to some extent, removing the smaller pieces.
However, this cannot be the full explanation as context
116 contained both proportionally more and absolutely
bigger fragments. Assuming the container containing the
cremation was inverted in the pit this would suggest that
the difference represents the order of gathering up the
remains, with larger pieces being collected first. Joining
fragments of mandible were found in both fills, indicating
the interment of a single individual and the bone was dated
to 2030–1770 cal BC (Table 2). Two molars were noted as
worn to Brothwell’s (1981, fig 3.9) stages 4+ and 5, sug-

Table 1 Summary of  features associated with cremated human bone.

context amount of cremated gender / age pottery other finds calibrated age

human bone ranges 2σ
cut 099 399 g female adult (<35) single sherd 3 pieces heavily 1890–1680 BC

(fill 102) burnt chert

cut 100     8 g three rim

(fill 097) fragments

cut 108     8 g adult

(fill 107)

cut 110 527 g male adult (>45) decorated pot; cattle or horse rib; 2030–1770 BC

(fills 109/116) intact accessory heat-affected chert

vessel debitage

cut 125 128 g male adult 1940–1730 BC

(fill 124) 1720–1690 BC

cut 155   14 g 1960–1740 BC

(fill 154)

Table 2 Radiocarbon dates.

context sample material radiocarbon age δ 13C calibrated age

BP rel PDB ranges 2σ
009 SUERC-181 charcoal 3885 + 40 -26.0

0/00 2470–2270 BC

probable natural feature (GU-11584) Quercus spp 2260–2200 BC

070

patch of charcoal SUERC-1815 charcoal 4030 + 35 -25.4
0/00 2660–2650 BC

in feature 069 (GU-11585) Quercus spp 2630–2460 BC

102

lower fill of cremation 099 SUERC-1817 cremated 3475 + 40 -23.0
0/00 1890–1680 BC

(GU-11587) human bone

109

lower fill of cremation 110 SUERC-2015 cremated 3570 + 40 -24.7
0/00 2030–1770 BC

(GU-11588) human bone

124

fill of cremation 125 SUERC-1818 cremated 3505 + 40 -24.5
0/00 1940–1730 BC

(GU-11589) human bone 1720–1690 BC

154

fill of posthole 155 SUERC-1816 charcoal 3540 + 35 -23.8
0/00 1960–1740 BC

(GU-11586) Quercus spp
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Illus 3 Plans of  sections of  selected features.
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gesting an age of around 45 or over. Cranial fragments
were robust, suggesting a male, and osteoarthritis was
recorded in the spinal joints. There were caries cavities
in two molars and another two had been lost before
death.

The decorated pot (Illus 4)

The remains comprise 19 sherds (of which two conjoin-
ing sherds have since been refitted), of which the largest
measures c65 x 65mm; 10 fragments (pieces under 10 x
10mm); and a few crumbs. Overall, less than a quarter
of the pot is present, but enough survives to reconstruct
its shape and decoration on paper (Illus 4). As discussed
below, it is a Vase Urn of a specific type well represented
in Ulster. It would have been around 170mm high, with
a base diameter of 95–100mm, an external rim diameter
of c200mm and a shoulder diameter of c190mm. The
neck (which occupies around a third of the vessel’s
height) is upright and slightly concave, kinking out to a
well-defined shoulder. The rim is bevelled both exter-
nally and internally, the latter being steep, narrow and
concave. Below the shoulder the belly slopes down in a
virtually straight line, kinking almost imperceptibly just
above the base. The base is flat inside and out. Wall
thickness varies from a maximum of 16.5mm at the base
to a minimum of 8mm at the neck.

Most of the exterior, together with the interior rim
bevel, is decorated with an incised design featuring a

running chevron, with alternate triangles hatched in. Six
rows of this design, of variable height, can be discerned
on the exterior and a seventh, narrow row runs around
the interior rim bevel. Other elements of the design
comprise: a row of diagonal, forward-sloping lines in-
terspersed with horizontal chevrons on the exterior rim
bevel; a narrow zone of back-sloping lines, framed by
horizontal lines, separating the two rows of chevron de-
sign on the neck; a row of small, shallow jabs probably
made using the end of a stick along the shoulder crest;
and a horizontal line running a short distance below the
interior rim bevel. The incised decoration has been
made using a narrow tool, with the broadest incisions
just over 1mm wide; the lines are fairly shallow and the
design has not been precisely laid out (eg with apices of
adjacent triangles not quite meeting). The interior and
exterior surfaces of the pot had been smoothed and al-
most certainly coated in a thin self-slip (a slurry made
from the same clay as the rest of the pot) prior to deco-
ration; this surface coating had suffered some crazing.

The pot varies in colour and its surfaces have been
darkened by contact with sediment in the grave, but ba-
sically it is various shades of orange on its exterior, in-
cluding an area around part of the base that is very pale,
with patches of buff. The interior is a more reddish-or-
ange towards the base and the core, where freshly ex-
posed, varies from a thin band of dark grey (indicating
incompletely-combusted organic material in the clay)
to a band of pale grey, to pale orange. The pot’s

Illus 4 Decorated pot.
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colouration shows that it had been fired in an oxidising
atmosphere; whether it had received some additional
subsequent localised heating, to account for the pale
basal area, is unclear. The fabric is fairly soft, and has a
hackly (though easily abraded) fracture. The smoothing
and coating of the pot’s surfaces had concealed the frag-
ments of crushed stone temper that had been added to
the clay, but these are clearly visible in the pale base area
and are surprisingly abundant, at a density of c15%.
They are angular and sub-angular, and range in size up
to 8mm across; they are of a whitish and pale grey,
speckled, fine-grained crystalline stone that may well be
of the same rock type as those seen in the vessels from
Burials 099 and 100. In addition, there are a few grains
of rounded, white quartz in the body of the pot that
may have been present naturally in the clay, and a few
tiny golden mica platelets that were either natural inclu-
sions or that derive from the temper.

The accessory vessel (Illus 5)

Complete, undecorated, globular vessel with old dam-
age (surface chipping) to part of the rim. Its rim and
base diameters are 65–70 and 42mm respectively; its
maximum diameter (at the mid-point of its belly)
85mm; its height c55mm; and its wall thickness ranges
from 9.5mm just below the rim to c11mm at the base.
The rim is flattish, internally rounded and turned in-
wards; the junction between belly and base is gently
defined; and the exterior of the base is almost impercep-
tibly dished. The surfaces are fairly smooth and had
probably been coated with a thin self-slip, which has
cracked and which does not cover the whole of the inte-
rior. Some of the exterior cracking gives the appearance
of incised decoration. The surfaces are a variegated,
pale, pinkish and buff colour, once more darkened by
contact with sediment in the grave. The core colour is
not clearly visible. There are numerous, angular, whitish
stone inclusions up to 7.7mm in size visible on the inte-
rior, protruding from the surface and suggesting a den-
sity of around 20–25% within the clay. These may well

be of the same kind of stone as those seen in the larger
pot. Greater effort had been made to obscure these on
the exterior, but some are nevertheless visible. Their an-
gularity indicates that the stone had been deliberately
crushed and added to the clay as temper.

Burial 125

This circular pit had been damaged on the S by an ani-
mal burrow (Illus 3). The fill (124) contained numerous
small fragments of cremated bone and charcoal but no
artefacts, although the presence of green staining on
several skull fragments suggests the former presence of
an object of copper or copper alloy (see below). The
bone was dated to 1940–1690 cal BC (Table 2) and
analysis tentatively suggested a male individual was
interred.

Burial 100

This was the most heavily truncated pit base with only
0.04m of dark fill surviving (097; Illus 3). It contained
several small fragments of unidentifiable cremated bone
and a few fragments of pottery.

Pottery fragments

Three fragments from the rim of a thin-walled (c8.5mm
thick), fine-textured pot. The pieces are too small to
enable the rim diameter to be estimated. The rim is
rounded, and one of the fragments has an indentation
on one side but this is unlikely to be decorative. The
fragments are mid-brown throughout their thickness
and occasional small angular fragments of the same
stone as noted in the Burial 099 pot are present. The
thinness of the walls and fineness of texture indicate
that this is unlikely to have been a large urn; the frag-
ments are more likely to have come from a small acces-
sory vessel, akin to that found in Burial 110.

Line of postholes and an outlying pit

A line of 14 features interpreted as postholes because of
their size and shape was recorded on a NW–SE align-
ment adjacent to the W edge of excavation (Illus 2).
Generally the postholes were set approximately 0.5m
apart, although there were some gaps. All the features
were very shallow (for example see Posthole 155, Illus 3)
and the gaps may reflect survival rather than original
design, as the majority that survived were cut into sand
rather than gravel. Almost all of the postholes were un-
der 0.4m in diameter, with one larger example located
roughly in the middle of the line. None produced any
artefacts but one (155; Illus 2) contained a small
amount of cremated human bone, which was dated to
1960–1740 cal BC (Table 1 and 2). The date and pres-
ence of human bone suggest that the line of posts
should probably be associated with the cremations, al-
though it is possible that the bone found its way into the
posthole by chance.Illus 5 Accessory vessel.
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One outlying pit (067; Illus 2 and 3) may also be as-
sociated with the cemetery. It was located some distance
to the east of the cremations and contained roughly half
of a saddle quern.

Other features

Natural features

It was thought that many features identified during the
excavation were caused by tree root or animal distur-
bance for the following reasons (Illus 2). Around
twenty-four of these were elongated and irregular with
poorly defined edges. Some were very similar to ex-
amples interpreted as tree-throws elsewhere (Moore and
Jennings 1992, 10). Only one of these elongated features
(009; Illus 2) contained charcoal, which was dated to
2470–2200 cal BC (Table 2).

The remaining features interpreted as natural were
more variable in shape but could all be characterised as
irregular and shallow. For this reason they seemed likely
to have been formed through more limited disturbance
by either vegetation or animals. Only one of these (069;
Illus 2) contained charcoal, which was dated to 2660–
2460 cal BC (Table 2).

In 1996 an evaluation in the adjacent field recorded
one surviving element of a ‘pit alignment’ (Illus 1.5,
NMRS site NO42SW73; Carter 1996). The excavated
feature contained substantial amounts of oak charcoal,
subsequently dated to 3258–2900 cal BC. Insufficient
information was preserved to define it as either tree-
throw or pit but Carter (ibid) suggested that the ‘pit
alignment’ could be interpreted as a line of trees up-
rooted by a storm.

The majority of the features interpreted as natural at
Straiton did not contain any charcoal. The dates ob-
tained from those that did were earlier than those from
the cremation cemetery (Table 2). The charcoal would
presumably have derived from nearby human activity
and, according to the series of dates provided here, this
occurred around the Early Bronze Age. The majority of
the features that did not contain charcoal can be inter-
preted as earlier and relating to the period when the ter-
race was colonised by mixed forest following the end of
the last Ice Age until people began to settle, or at least
manage, the terrace. The Scottish Field School excava-
tions (Illus 1.1, NMRS site NO42SW 37; Watkins 1987,
1988 and 1992) recovered Early Bronze Age pottery, and
there has been no evidence of Neolithic occupation on
the terrace.

Agricultural features

Several truncated linear features were interpreted as
segments of two boundary ditches (Illus 2). A small
blue glass bead was recovered from an environmental
sample taken from the eastern ditch’s fill, and could
be broadly dated to between the Early Iron Age and
1000 AD (McLaren and Hunter 2004 following
Guido 1978).

The excavations by Watkins (1987, 1988 and 1992;
Illus 1.1, NMRS site NO42SW37) established that here
a Bronze Age settlement continued into the Iron Age
and Pictish periods and provided an obvious origin for
the bead. The bead could be either intrusive or residual
in terms of dating the ditches. One of the ditches par-
tially ran across the cremation cemetery and both are
thought likely to be later than the Bronze Age. They
seem most likely to have defined agricultural fields. They
have different orientations and therefore may not have
been part of a single system of division. They do, how-
ever, share a general SSE orientation, which is also
reflected in some of the Bronze Age features.

Discussion

The pottery

Taking the accessory vessel first, this is one of nearly 90
such small funerary vessels to have been found in Scot-
land. This example was included in Alex Gibson’s cur-
rent research programme to determine their original use
through organic chemistry, but unfortunately no resi-
dues were detected (Gibson and Stern unpublished).
There has been some discussion as to the terminology
used to describe these vessels, with Gibson favouring
‘cup’ (Gibson 2004), but for present purposes, the term
‘accessory vessel’ will be retained. These vessels occur in
a variety of shapes, including miniature versions of
Food Vessels (Scott 1951, fig 2.20 and 22), and often
their walls are pierced with a pair (or more) of small
perforations. The closest parallel to the present,
unperforated vessel is a near-identical example (but with
a single perforation) from Westwood (ibid, 80, fig 2.16)
just under 4km to the north (Illus 1). This was found in
a Collared Urn (Jervise 1866, pl XXII no 9). These ves-
sels are usually found inside urns; their function has
been much debated, and unfortunately Gibson’s analyti-
cal project has not succeeded in clarifying the issue very
much (see Gibson 2004 for a discussion). They have
been found associated with Vase, Collared, Cordoned
and early Bucket Urns and, thanks mainly to the current
NMS Dating Cremated Bones Project (Sheridan 2003a;
in press), there are six other radiocarbon-dated ex-
amples from Scotland. The dates range from 3600±40
BP (GrA-23991) for a miniature Vase Food Vessel found
inside a Vase Urn at Craigdhu, Fife (Scott 1951, fig 2.22)
to 3360±70 BP (HAR-1902) for a biconical vessel found
inside a Bucket Urn at Balloch Hill, Argyll and Bute
(Sheridan 2001; 2002; 2003a, b; in press). The Straiton
example, dating to 3570± 40 BP (Table 2), therefore lies
near the beginning of the dated sequence.

As for the decorated pot, this is immediately
recognisable as belonging to a particular variant of the
Vase Food Vessel tradition that is rare in Scotland but
well-represented in Ulster. This kind of pottery has been
variously labelled: as Abercromby’s ‘Type E’ pottery
(1912, I, 116); ApSimon’s ‘Irish-Scottish Vase and Urn
(Drumnakilly series) group’ (1969, 40–4); Simpson’s
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‘Irish Vase Food Vessels’ (1965, 26–9); as a subset of Ó
Ríordáin and Waddell’s ‘Tripartite vases’ (1993, 27); and
finally as a part of Brindley’s ‘late Stage 3 Vases’ (pers
comm). If one restricts discussion to those pots that
most closely resemble the Straiton vessel, it is clear that
the overwhelming majority come from County Antrim
(Sheridan 1993, fig 24), with a southwest Scottish ex-
ample from Cairngaan, Dumfries and Galloway, just
across the North Channel from Antrim (Simpson 1965,
no 67). Most of these have been used as small cinerary
urns: at Tremoge, County Tyrone, for example, one was
found inverted in a cist (Foley 1985), while at Glenavy,
County Antrim, one was found inverted over another,
smaller example containing cremated remains (Ó
Ríordáin and Waddell 1993, nos 395–6). At Magher-
aboy, County Antrim, one may have acted as an acces-
sory vessel to a plain Vase Urn; the published record is
unclear (ibid, no 397; ApSimon 1969, 63). Elsewhere in
Ireland, other highly decorated Vases, constituting vari-
ants on the same basic design theme, have been found
acting as large accessory vessels for Vase Urns (Brindley
forthcoming).

Anna Brindley and Jan Lanting’s programme of ra-
diocarbon dating Irish Bronze Age pottery (Brindley
forthcoming) has established that this general type of
Vase belongs to the end of the Vase tradition in Ireland,
dating to the first quarter of the second millennium BC.
One of the pots most similar to the Straiton example,
from Tremoge, is associated with a date of 3570± 45 BP
(GrN-11446) for charcoal from the grave (Foley 1985,
68) and a date of 3485±35 BP (GrN-14064) for the cre-
mated bone (Brindley pers comm). While the charcoal
date is strikingly similar to the Straiton cremated bone
date of 3570± 40 BP (Context 109, Table 1), Brindley
considers the later of the Tremoge dates to be closer to
the actual date of burial (pers comm). Either way, the
Straiton date fits with the overall pattern that is emerg-
ing in Ireland for this general type of Vase.

How can the apparently Irish affinities of the Straiton
pot be accounted for? From elsewhere in Scotland, and
at a slightly earlier date in the currency of Food Vessel
use, there is strong evidence for close and direct links
with Ireland. Irish Bowl Food Vessels closely comparable
to examples in Ireland and dating to c2200–2000 BC
have been found in the Kilmartin Valley in the southwest
and, latterly, around Inverness (at Seafield West) and
Lesmurdie Road, Elgin; and in both areas the links are
connected with the movement of Irish metal (and metal-
working knowhow?) to Scotland (Cressey and Sheridan
2003; Sheridan forthcoming). Closer to Straiton, the
bronze dagger from the Rameldry Farm ‘dagger grave’,
dating again to the final centuries of the third millen-
nium, may well have been made using Irish copper
(Baker et al 2003).

Ceramic similarities between Scotland and Ireland in
the early second millennium tend to be more general-
ised, manifested as broad affinities between Vase Urns
(including Encrusted Urns) and Cordoned Urns on ei-
ther side of the Irish Sea; as argued elsewhere (Sheridan
2003a), the sharing of the Cordoned Urn tradition was

probably a northern and western design response to the
adoption of the English Collared Urn tradition. More
specific parallels (other than the aforementioned
Cairnbaan example, explicable in terms of geographical
proximity) are rare. In addition to the Straiton Vase,
there are a few Vase Urns which Cowie has suggested
may be related to ApSimon’s ‘Irish-Scottish Vase and
Urn (Drumnakilly series) group’ in Scotland (Cowie
1978, 19–20). These include examples from Glen Cloy,
Bute; Newlands, South Lanarkshire; Dalmore, High-
land; and Abden, Fife. To these might perhaps be added
a small, highly decorated Vase with upright splaying
neck from the Brackmont Mill cemetery complex, under
2km to the southeast of Straiton (Illus 1). This was
found upright and contained the remains of a neonate
or baby (‘Urn VI’ from Childe’s 1939 excavations:
Childe and Waterston 1942, 86, 90, fig 2, pl XXIV). Its
shape and decoration echo, although do not closely
match, those of the Straiton vessel.

These varying degrees of design similarity between
early second millennium funerary pottery in Scotland
and Ireland betoken a continuity of links across the Irish
Sea, just as Scottish connections with northern England
continued (and are reflected in ceramic design as well).
Whether the intensity and nature of these Irish links dif-
fered from those operating in previous centuries (eg in
response to changes in copper supply as new extraction
areas were opened after c2000 BC) is a matter that can-
not be discussed in detail here; it is, however, quite pos-
sible (see Sheridan and Shortland 2004 on changing
patterns of contacts in the early second millennium).

Cremation technology

Three contexts (102, 109/116 and 124, associated with
burials 099, 110 and 125 respectively) produced substan-
tial quantities of cremated bone, all apparently from
single individuals and with bones deriving from all parts
of the skeleton. In general, little of the surviving mate-
rial was derived from the spinal column; it is likely that
the intense heat of the cremation process reduced the
thin cortex and spongy bodies of the vertebral centra to
tiny unidentifiable fragments. The other small samples
of cremated bone from the site may not represent pri-
mary deposition.

All the material was fully calcined, that is, the bone
had been subjected to high enough temperatures and for
long enough that almost all the organic component had
been combusted, leaving the cremated bone white in
colour. A small proportion (<5%) of the material from
context 124 was not completely calcined, and was of a
dark blue-grey colour.

Full calcination of bone requires sustained tempera-
tures of over around 650∞C (Mays 1998, 217). It is ap-
parent that in at least one of the cremations (124), the
temperature was far in excess of this, as ten of the frag-
ments of cranial vault had small, round green stains on
the internal surface. These faint marks gave the appear-
ance of being the remains of splashes of melted copper,
or copper alloy. The melting point of copper is 1084ºC,
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copper alloy probably somewhat lower, but still in excess
of 900ºC (Mays op cit, 218). It was evident that this tem-
perature had been achieved late in the cremation pro-
cess, as some of the splashes lie in fissures or over
fractured surfaces of the bone fragments, and were only
present on internal skull surfaces, indicating that the
skull had collapsed and fragmented by the time the ob-
ject had become molten. Mays (op cit) reported similar
splashes on Anglo-Saxon material from Mucking, Essex.

Within the two large contexts representing single in-
terments (102 and 109/116), bone fragments were recov-
ered from all parts of the skeleton, including small
finger- and toe-bones. This suggests that careful collec-
tion of the remains was carried out at the pyre site, how-
ever, the total weight of recovered bone was only 399g
and 515g respectively, well short of the average weight of
an adult cremation of around 2kg. Presumably this
shortfall was caused by truncation of the contexts.

The cemetery in context:
Bronze Age cremation and burial

The excavations at Straiton recorded a scattered group
of cremation pits and a line of shallow postholes. All the
features were truncated and there was no evidence that
their distribution had been biased by that truncation. In
other words, some features may have been destroyed
completely but there is no reason to believe this would
have occurred more in one part of the site than another.
It will be suggested that the line of postholes was central
to a subrectangular cemetery. Its northern boundary
may have been close to the terrace edge and the western
boundary may have been outside the excavated area. The
cremation pits, in this interpretation, lay in a narrow
band (between 20 and 25m away from the line of posts)
either inside or outside this putative boundary, and show
where it lay.

The postholes were located at the edge of the exca-
vated area and it is impossible to rule out the possibility
that they were part of a building or palisade. However,
two strikingly similar rows of apparently freestanding
posts were found at Meldon Bridge, Peebleshire (Speak
and Burgess 1999). A minority of these posts were asso-
ciated with small amounts of cremated human bone and
two were dated to 1700–1050 cal BC (ibid, 33–34). The
Meldon Bridge cemetery was within an area defined by
a palisade in the Neolithic period and with a lengthy
history of ‘ritual’ pit digging. This means it is difficult to
establish which features were contemporary with the
posts, however several cremation pits containing Cor-
doned Urns and a short cist lay around 25m to the S and
were assumed, on the basis of pottery, to be contempo-
rary. At least one other cremation was located a similar
distance away to the N, although this example appears
to have been a little later than the Cordoned Urn burials
and has been dated to 1420–1120 cal BC (Sheridan
2003b, 168). An interpretive plan of this cemetery can be
compared to the Straiton example and it is clear that
they are of very similar size (Illus 6). An alternative
explanation for the apparent relationship between the

posts and cremations at Straiton is that they both reflect
a predominant SSE landscape orientation that is also
discernible in the line of later agricultural ditches on
the site.

However, at both Meldon Bridge and Straiton the
burial pits for cremated bone appear peripheral in rela-
tion to a line of contemporary postholes associated with
small amounts of cremated human bone. At both sites
the bone associated with some of the posts suggested
that there was a close association between the erection
of the post and the deceased, although it is clear that
this was not where the majority of the remains were de-
posited. It is not unreasonable to speculate that erecting
a post, perhaps bearing some form of inscription or me-
morial, formed part of the ceremony and, given that
bone was sometimes associated with it, followed crema-
tion of the body. As has been suggested elsewhere, for
example in relation to the Bronze Age round barrow
cemeteries of southern England (Garwood 1991, 15), the
arrangement of the posts in a row can be taken as an ex-
pression of real or pretended ancestral links.

Situated at the edge of the Straiton terrace both the
pyre and line of posts would have been visible over a
wide area. It seems logical to assume that the burning of
the pyre, along with any grave goods, was a public event
and the location suggests that it was designed to be as
visible as possible, especially if undertaken at night. It is
often observed that Bronze Age cremations were under-
taken on ridges or hilltops (for example, Cressey and
Sheridan 2003). During this period, when there appears
to be increasing pressure on land evidenced by an expan-
sion into upland areas (Barclay 1998, 58), there may have
been a need to use funerals to assert an orderly succes-
sion and a particular family’s claim to land. As
Campbell (2006, 115) has pointed out, in preliterate so-
cieties inheritance claims are expressed through the pub-
lic recitation of genealogy, and monuments, in this case
suggested to be a line of posts, can physically represent
this. It can only have been some time, or the day, after
the cremation that the remains were collected from the
pyre and this may have been a more private part of the
ceremony, involving those closest to, and ultimately re-
sponsible for, the deceased.

The distribution of features in the cemetery can be
taken as reflecting how different areas were used. A line
of cremations and possible postholes, of similar date to
those at Straiton, was recorded at the edge of a pond
barrow adjacent to the Dorset cursus (Barrett et al.1991,
128). Here the arrangement of features was interpreted
as reflecting strict spatial arrangements associated with
undertaking funeral rituals. At Straiton we appear to
have three distinct areas reflected in the surviving ar-
chaeological features: a central line of posts separated
by a ‘blank’ area from a band of burials. It should not
be assumed that the ‘blank’ area reflects a lack of activ-
ity, just that this activity did not leave any archaeological
trace, as for example the location of the pyre may
not have.

The cemetery at Straiton is located on the northern
edge of a well-defined landscape feature (the terrace),
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Illus 6 Interpretive plans of  Straiton and Meldon Bridge cremation cemeteries.

which has for years been subject to aerial photography
and some excavation. Taken as a whole the cropmarks
suggest that there may have been at least two long-lived
prehistoric settlements on the terrace, one in the east
and one in the west (Illus 1.1 and 2). The cremation site
is some 150m N of the western and it is tempting to
assume the two functioned together, presumably with
farmland in between. The features associated with the
cremation cemetery contained a general spread of both
charred cereal grain and weed seeds. The former would
be expected to occur on domestic sites, which the cem-
etery was patently not, or within agricultural fields be-
cause of manuring. The presence of the charred cereal
grains is therefore interpreted as indicating that the area
was used as arable land for a period prior to the creation
of the cemetery. The weed seeds are taken as indicators
of agricultural wasteland and may indicate that once it
had been created the cremation area was left untended,
contrasting with the fields and settlement to the south.

The placing of the burials at the edge of the cemetery
and the location of the cemetery itself at the edge of the
terrace may reflect a concern with pollution. In human
societies the dead are generally considered dangerous,
for practical and superstitious reasons, and must be
treated carefully (Metcalf and Huntington 1991). In
common with most crematoria today, that at Straiton
was located at a distance from occupied areas. There
was evidence that the cremation process was very thor-
ough in terms of high temperatures and collection of
the remains, something that is ubiquitous in accounts of
modern excavations (eg Watkins 1982, Shepherd and

Shepherd 2001). At Straiton the collected remains were
then buried at the margins of what was already a mar-
ginal area. The inverted pots often found over these cre-
mations may reflect the same concern with preventing
pollution from dead to living, presumably in the form of
supernatural disturbance.

There was no direct evidence to associate the dis-
posal pit containing half a saddle quern with the crema-
tion process. However, given the distance to the nearest
settlement it is hard to explain its presence otherwise.
The quern seems to have broken neatly in half, although
it is impossible to say if this was deliberate or simply at
its weakest, that is thinnest, point. Either way the other
half of the quern was apparently disposed of some-
where else. If we accept that the quern was in some way
associated with the cremation cemetery then its disposal
in two pieces, one in an isolated pit, again suggests con-
cern about pollution.

The quern may have been involved in the preparation
of food to be used as part of the cremation ceremony.
This may also have been the origin of the burnt animal
bone found in a cremation pit. The small fragments of
animal bone are likely to have ended up in the cremation
pit as a result of chance rather design, presumably gath-
ered up with the human bone, and the obvious route for
the two to get mixed up would be the placing of cuts of
meat on the pyre. The presence of animal bones in both
cremated graves and cists has been well documented in
many Bronze Age funerary sites over the years, for ex-
ample at nearby Brackmont Mill (Mears 1937). The
meat may have been one of several offerings burnt on
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the pyre, as suggested by the copper staining on some of
the human bone fragments.

It has often been noted that there appears to have
been a diversity of funerary practices during the Bronze
Age, and sites often contain inhumations in cists, or
more exotic coffins, with cremations alongside or even
inserted into cists (for recent examples see Cressey and
Sheridan 2003, Hunter 2000). In contrast, the evidence
from Straiton was fairly homogenous. All the crema-
tions were disposed of in pits and most were associated
with pottery (and those that were not may have been
prior to truncation). All the inhumations were of adult
individuals and, apart from the pottery; there were no
surviving grave goods. We can interpret this homogene-
ity as indicating that the cemetery may not have func-
tioned for a long period or only served a small
community. It has been observed (for example Hunter
2000) that most Bronze Age cemeteries appear likely to
have related to a small family or kinship group and for
that reason the latter interpretation is preferred. The
large-scale fieldwork project at Lairg, Sutherland, re-
vealed small groups of cremation burials, with much
variation between how the remains were treated, dotted
across the landscape at intervals of less than 1km
(McCullagh and Tipping 1998, 93). The impression is
that cremation cemeteries, such as that at Straiton, were
specific to the smallest territorial division.

The geographically closest comparable sites to
Straiton (Illus 1) were cremation cemeteries at
Westwood (Jervise 1866), Brackmont Mill (Mears 1937;
Waterston 1941; Childe and Waterston 1942; Spence
1949; Longworth et al. 1967) and Southfield Farm
(Crerar 1962; Coutts 1971, no 112). These sites, and an
isolated find at Wards Farm to the east (Wedderburn
1971;not illus), create an impression that cremation
burials within urns are relatively abundant in this part
of Fife. At Westwood, cremations appear to have been
buried in a rough circle some 4.2m in diameter, around a
central burial within the largest urn. The site at
Brackmont Mill was located in a working sand quarry
and consequently the features were exposed over several
decades with a variable level of recording. Around 40
cremations were described and the majority appear to
have been within urns, although this may reflect their
greater visibility compared to unaccompanied crema-
tions. It is apparent that the cremations were distributed
over a very wide area, covering at least 250m by 200m.
Additionally an adjacent field was noted as having a sur-
face spread of pottery and cremated bone (Longworth
et al 1967, 64) and a separate group of cremations was
found around 170m to the north (Spence 1949, 229).
Some 80m to the south another discrete group of
around 49 cremations was recorded at Southfield Farm,
40 of which were in urns (Crerar 1962). Like Straiton
these cemeteries occupied terraces overlooking the
Motray Water and it is frustrating that accurate plans
are not available for comparison.

This reflects the circumstances of their discovery
but also, as Hunter (2000, 170) has pointed out, that
excavation has traditionally focused on cists or urns

and, without wider excavation, stood little chance of un-
covering related features. The evidence from both
Straiton and Meldon Bridge only reinforces this view,
and if the interpretation presented here is correct, the
burial pits at Straiton were up to 25m away from
memorials to the dead.
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Abstract
Excavation in advance of  quarrying on a sand and
gravel terrace at North Straiton, Fife, recorded a group
of  five Bronze Age cremation burials. All were disturbed
but the best preserved was associated with a decorated
pot in the Food Vessel tradition and an intact accessory
vessel. Some 20–25m away from the cremation pits was
a row of  postholes, one of  which was associated with
cremated bone and radiocarbon dating established that
it was contemporary with the burials. The association of
cremations with a row of  posts finds a parallel within
the results of  excavations at Meldon Bridge, Peebleshire.
The spatial organisation of  the cemetery is discussed in
relation to funerary practices. The site is placed in con-
text with regard to its position on the Straiton plateau,
which is rich in cropmarks, and compared to other con-
temporary cemeteries in this part of  Fife.
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