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Abstract 

In 2013 The North Clyde Archaeological Society (NCAS) was formed and at 

that time the only significantly known archaeological sites were military 

installations dating from WWI to WWII. Occasional find spots of earlier 

material were recorded along with a few putative sites of pre-history marked on 

OS maps. That situation has changed dramatically with numerous discoveries, 

surveys and excavations undertaken by NCAS; the following report summarises 

the principal findings which have now been presented on their web site. 

Introduction 

In 2013 there was a perceived lack of archaeological endeavour of any type in 

the district eventually adopted by NCAS, approximately the area between 

Arrochar in the north to Old Kilpatrick in the east. Some professional work was 

done on development sites and since that time others have been undertaken, e.g. 

Loch Lomond, Alexandria and Helensburgh, where important pre-historic 

discoveries have been made. However, no systematic approach to the area had 

ever been undertaken, it is exactly this type of work that local voluntary groups 

can excel in.  

When NCAS was formed (2013), from the outset an emphasis was placed on 

exploratory fieldwork and other investigations over the entire adopted area, the 

approach has resulted in the astounding legacy to be discussed below, but the 

most important point to make is that where no archaeology is recorded, more 

often than not it means that no one has looked. Opportunities exist in most parts 

of Scotland for such voluntary work if volunteers can be organised to engage 
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with it. Thus the rewards in terms of advancing Scottish heritage can be 

enormous, as will be shown in the examples below.  

The legacy 

Although much work has been carried out in other areas by the Society, it is 

only Rosneath Peninsula which concerns this paper. The work is merely 

summarised here as full details are available in individual reports available on 

NCAS web site (see Refs below). 

  
Fig 1. NCAS adopted area. Fig 2. Rosneath Peninsula. 

Fig 2 shows the military sites, red triangles = WW II HAA gun sites, blue 

triangle = Cold War gun site, Purple lines = USA Navy Base Two and Yellow 

lines = Portkil WW I gun site. 

THE SITES 

Portkil Caves 

The ancient sea cliffs at Portkil have shallow fissures and overhangs cut into 

them and such locations were often adopted a shelters and activity places in 

ancient times. The largest, almost cave like aperture was shown to have been 

used in the 19
th

 century for picnics but it is earlier activities between AD c375 

and 4000 years ago which are most important. The floor of the cave had a great 

depth of charcoal from ancient fires, but exactly what was happening is unclear. 

Pottery usually associated with Bronze Age burial practice was found along 

with pieces of cloak fasteners made from coal, these are called napkin rings 

because of their shape and were worn in pairs below the chin. A small piece of 
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haematite had been used as a red coloured crayon, an extremely rare find for the 

Bronze Age when the place was used.  

 

  
Fig 3. The site after excavation. 

Much of the deposits are still in situ 

for future research. 

Fig 4. A rare pipe bowl with a very 

early steam ship and train (see Fig 

6), and the napkin ring fragments. 

 

 

 

Fig 5. Bronze Age pottery. Fig 6. Pipe bowl images. 

 

Portkil Coffins and nearby sites 

The Portkil Coffins are located overlooking the beach and not far from the 

‘caves’ site, and it is likely that the same people were involved at each location 

in the Bronze Age, which lasted approximately between 4500 – 3000 years ago. 



4 
 

4 
 

The coffins were discovered at the beginning of the 19
th

 century during 

agricultural developments and were recorded on OS maps later that century. No 

details were known but the spot was investigated at the same time as work was 

carried out on the surrounding WW I camp, itself an almost complete mystery 

to local knowledge.  

In the event, a series of Bronze Age burials were located which included two 

formal cists (stone box like coffins), an urn burial with cremated bone, three 

other graves also with cremated bone but one of which also had a complete but 

small pot known as a food vessel, small pots often indicate small people i.e. 

children, and two tiny graves were also located which could only have 

accommodated baby burials. The bones will be analysed, and it is expected that 

age, sex and pathology of the surviving individuals will become clear, although 

it was common practice for a broad range of age and sex to be buried in the 

same cemetery, as seems to be shown here. A rare Early Bronze Age Faience 

segmented bead was also found. 

However, in close proximity to the coffins a lime burning kiln was found and it 

is suspected that the making of the kiln may account for the original discovery 

of the coffins, as it dates to the beginning of the 19
th

 century. Furthermore, lime 

was being shipped from the Antrim coast to be burned here using coal, 

presumably for agricultural field improvements at that time.  

In the field a short distance away another Bronze Age burial was discovered by 

farm work and also early in the 19
th

 century. It was another cremation burial 

urn, but on orders from the Estate it was soon replaced in the ground and no 

further details are known. Nearby is a crop mark site only visible by aerial 

photography during very dry conditions, this may be yet another Bronze Age 

burial site and known as a ditched barrow, with a central grave surrounded by a 

ditch. Both sites may be investigated by the Society in due course.  

 

 

Fig 7. WW I and pre-history. Fig 8. Coffin No 1. 
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Fig 9. Food vessel. Fig 10. Faience bead. 

 

 

 

Fig 11. Baby coffin. Fig 12. Lime kiln and graves. 

 

Portkil WW I army camp and associated coastal gun sites. 

The Clyde estuary has always been a strategically important place due to the 

industrialisation along its shores, especially shipbuilding. In the 19
th

 century 

various schemes were proposed to protect the coast by installing gun sites to 

deter potential enemy ships causing havoc in the area. Most especially two sites; 

Portkil and Greenock were chosen to defend the estuary between them, this 

work pre-dated the WW I confrontation and the main threat was perceived from 

France. At Greenock the installation was named Fort Matilda and at Portkil and 

overlooking the cave cliffs (above) two 6” and two 4” naval guns were installed 

with complete underground infrastructure to support them. Huge searchlights 
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illuminated the entire seascape between the sites meaning that night time attacks 

could be catered for. Much of this installation survives in remarkable condition. 

Soon after completion and in the run up to WW I when Germany was now the 

threat, it was decided to build a series of landward defence sites on the hills 

above, to deter any such invasion of the gun sites. The garrison to man the 

various locations was based in a camp near the gun sites as a separate enterprise 

from the gun personnel. Buildings were built on concrete floor surfaces which 

were excavated by the Society and in some cases proved what their function had 

been, such as cookhouse, shower block and latrines. A series of larger huts 

suspended on concrete pillars were the barrack blocks for the soldiers, all 

supplied with electricity from a generator. Nothing was found to indicate the 

camp had ever been occupied by troops and it is now known this installation, all 

connected by telephones was never completed.  

The actual gun installations are remarkably complete and detailed architectural 

drawings of them are available, they have been recorded elsewhere, information 

is available in Cove Library. 

 

 

Fig 13. Portkil bath house. Fig 14. Portkil bath house plan. 

 

  
Fig 15. Portkil Camp plan. Fig 16. South Ailey WW II HAA gun pit. 
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WW II HAA gun sites 

By the time of the Second World War the threat was not so much by coastal 

invasion but rather by aerial bombardment, which of course did occur as the 

Clydebank Blitz in 1941 when hundreds of civilians lost their lives. The method 

of defence adopted was to build a series of Heavy Anti-Aircraft (HAA) gun 

sites along the coast lines, both sides of the Clyde were supplied with such sites 

which usually comprised of four guns arranged in an arc and with a nearby 

supporting infrastructure of control room, ammunition stores, and personnel 

encampment, but most importantly in most cases supported by a radar system 

which automatically controlled the gun operations.  

The sites on the Peninsula were located at South Ailey Farm, Rosneath Castle 

Farm, Peaton Hill and Whistlefield, these operated in tandem with other sites at 

Helensburgh, Glen Fruin and two at Cardross, all of which have been fully 

surveyed by NCAS.  

 

 

Fig 17. South Ailey control room. Fig 18. South Ailey control room 

plan 

 

 

 

Fig 19. South Ailey gun plan. Fig 20. South Ailey HAA gun site plan 
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USA WW II Base Two submarine base 

The sheltered waters of the Clyde and the Gareloch played an important part in 

organising the famous Atlantic convoys which kept Britain supplied during the 

war. Later in the war it became even more important as a safe place to 

disembark thousands of American troops arriving as Allies when they entered 

the conflict, often they arrived on the two Queens; Mary and Elizabeth because 

the ships could carry thousands of men and could also outrun the German U 

Boats which stalked the oceans.  

An under told but most important story of this time was the pre-war 

involvement of the USA in Scotland (and Ireland) with the creation of two 

submarine bases with massive infrastructure facilities. Rosneath was chosen as 

one of two bases built as far as possible away from easy bombing by the enemy. 

The interesting aspect of this was that the bases were built beginning in early 

1941but USA did not enter the war until attacked by the Japanese in Dec 7th of 

that year. Playing by the rules, civilians were used to do the work as military 

personnel would have broken the Geneva Convention.  

Thus when the USA did enter the war, two brand new submarine bases were 

available to them to fight the Atlantic menace of U Boats.  

The massive installation comprised of port facilities, workshops, ammunition 

dump, hospital, fuel dumps, water supplies, air raid shelters and a massive 

camp, all of which covered an area miles apart.  

For the first time, much of this installation has been surveyed and part 

excavated by NCAS revealing much that was previously unknown.  

At the end of the camp area in Greenisle Woods and looking across the firth 

towards Greenock is a small brick built mine watching station. Associated with 

it are the bases where telegraph or semaphore poles were used to signal along 

the coast east and west to similar places, which were used to monitor the water 

in case German planes dropped sea mines along the river. 

  

Fig 21. Roseneath Cold War HAA. Fig 22. Rosneath Cold War HAA. 
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Rosneath Cold War HAA gun site 

After WW II the world entered the Cold War period, this time the threat was 

from Russia. By now we were in the nuclear age where bombing would be even 

more devastating than in previous times. Entire cities could be wiped out and to 

protect Glasgow and its conurbations and industry, larger HAA guns sites were 

built to combat attacking bombers. Similar to earlier HAA gun sites apart from 

the size and power, even these large guns were soon discovered to be useless 

against high altitude planes. Having built one station at Rosneath Castle Farm it 

was then immediately decommissioned in favour ballistic missiles. The four 

gun positions were under ground and had control and workshop buildings, all of 

which are surveyed by NCAS.  

Millbrae Cottages and pre-historic and later landscape 

Almost completely unknown apart from its depiction on the first Ed OS maps 

were the Millbrae Cottages, set on a hillside near Rosneath and the former 

homes of Argyll Estates gamekeepers between 1800 and 1860. After the clear 

felling of forest which obscured the location NCAS excavated the site to 

discover the living and architectural aspects of the place. A large array of tightly 

dated finds were made but perhaps most importantly is a collection of early 19
th

 

century crockery which was recovered, much of it as one may expect is of 

Scottish manufacture. Even more surprising, a small midden of 17
th

/early 18
th

 

century pottery and glass was found, which taken along with a 17
th

 century bowl 

quern (for grinding grain) built into the house wall, shows that earlier habitation 

on the site had existed.  

In the surrounding area of cleared woodland, a search and survey produced a 

series of much earlier sites dating back to the Bronze Age. Burnt mounds 

(heating water with hot stones) have been found in this part of the west of 

Scotland for the first time and here they were dated to c 3000 years ago. A 

bloomery (medieval iron smelting site) was also dated making these sites these 

sites tell of a previously unknown history of the Peninsula.  

 
Fig 23. Millbrae Cottages excavated. 
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Fig 24. Millbrae Cottages plan. 

  
Fig 25. Millbrae 17

th
 C pottery. Fig 26. Millbrae 18

th
 C pottery. 

 

  
Fig 27. Millbrae 19

th
 C pottery. Fig 28. Millbrae 19

th
 C pottery. 

 

PL 29. Millbrae pre-

historic grain and 

other seeds. 
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Gallow Hill 

The hills overlooking much of the southern tip of the Peninsula were intended 

to be defended by structures known as blockhouses to defend the WW I Portkil 

gun site, Gallowhill and other hills have been surveyed to reveal the locations of 

these still mysterious places. However, Gallowhill can also now boast three 

burnt mound sites and other potential pre-historic sites possibly indicated by 

crop marks. An ornate well which was part of the perambulations of Roseneath 

Castle Estate survives near the hilltop. The views in all directions are 

spectacular. 

  
Fig 30. Gallow Hill view to 

Helensburgh. 

Fig 31. Gallow Hill, Fountain Head. 

 

Fish traps  

The upper Clyde estuary was an important location for catching sea fish in 

beach traps known as yairs. Only two of many Clyde examples are known on 

the Peninsula, one in Camsail Bay and the other in Meikleross Bay. The 

Camsail example does not appear to have been developed but Meikleross trap 

seems to have functioned with its outlet where the fish were caught in nets, a 

timber walkway led down to the trap from the higher water level.  

Fig 32. Meikleross Bay fish trap. 
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Other fieldwork 

Survey work was carried out over Knockderry Farm and sites discovered were a 

random WW II bomb crater, two early medieval bloomeries (iron smelting 

sites), a burnt mound where water was heated by the immersion of hot stones 

most likely in the Bronze Age and over 3000 years ago, and a building, open at 

one end which is likely to be a rare west coast example of a sheep milking bucht 

dating to the 17
th

 century AD.  

Occasional finds  

Random flints have been found in various fields around Roseneath Castle Farm, 

but two rather more spectacular objects are also known; a fine Bronze Age 

palstave, a bronze axe, found somewhere near Portkil and is now displayed in 

Inverary Castle. A pre-historic stone axe-hammer is reported to have been found 

in a burn at Knockderry Farm (not seen by the writer), this dates to the earlier 

Neolithic period and is a distinctive find type from the SW of Scotland. Such 

items show that prestigious objects were once used in the district in these 

remote times, others doubtlessly await discovery.  

  
Fig 33. Pre-historic tools found in 

fields. 

Fig 34. Later finds from fields. 

Glass bangles, gun flint, spindle 

whorl. 

 

  
Fig 35. Portkil bronze axe. Fig 36. Neolithic axe-hammer, 

example Biggar Museum 

 

Finds 
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The finds and environmental samples from the various sites investigated by 

NCAS comprise of an important assemblage from the ancient and more modern 

past. They now form an important part of the legacy which once lay buried and 

unknown, sometimes under considerable threat of loss. The material evidence is 

all subject to Scottish Law and will be treated through the Treasure Trove 

system in Scotland, where it will be archived for posterity in the nearest 

appropriate museum, being available to future researchers in a variety of 

disciplines.  

Lost Heritage 

The work of NCAS has recovered much evidence of the past from the ground 

on Rosneath Peninsula, but records and photographs have recorded places 

which are no longer extant, most are becoming forgotten like much of the 

earlier sites and monuments. Perhaps the most conspicuous were the Rosneath 

Castles, the medieval one and the later magnificent mansion Rosneath House, 

homes of the Dukes of Argyll as one their many ‘outstations’ locations removed 

from their ancestral home of Inverary castle.  

  

Fig 37. Old Rosneath Castle. Fig 38. Rosneath House. 

  

Discussion/Conclusion 

Rosneath Peninsula also has a significant 19
th

 century architectural heritage 

which is dealt with in several publications and is not considered here. However, 

and as with many parts of the country many historic buildings have been lost to 

needless and shameful demolition, for a variety of reasons, few of them with 

much merit. 

It is important to remove the often used excuse of ignorance to get rid of aspects 

of the cultural past, that is why organisations like NCAS exist, to search out, 

research and publicise as much as will be possible of our environmental and 

built cultural heritage.  
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The report given here is merely designed to spark an interest in local heritage, 

that of Rosneath Peninsula, and hopefully the reader may be encouraged look 

elsewhere for further information on the various fascinating stories of this 

relatively small part of Argyll, but one which is so accessible. 
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