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The investigation of ‘stone coffins’, an ‘urn’ a crop mark and other sites, and a lime 

burning kiln on the southern tip of Rosneath Peninsula, Argyll and Bute. 

Interim Report. Tam Ward.  2019 

ABSTRACT 

Archaeological features appearing on OS maps and in Canmore were searched for in 

advance of possible future ploughing thought to be detrimental to the survival of the sites. A 

search was also conducted to locate the ‘stone coffins’ discovered in the early part of the 19
th

 

century at Portkil Point.  

Part of the Project was undertaken within the area of a WWI army camp which was 

conceived to protect the important coastal defence site of Portkil Battery. The camp area was 

also surveyed and partially excavated to reveal hitherto unknown details of the site, however 

that aspect of the work is reported separately apart from where the results from the overall 

project overlapped. Similarly a lime kiln was discovered within the excavated area and is 

given here as it may have ramifications for the prehistoric features discovered. 

This report deals with a total of eight Bronze Age burials and a pit which were discovered, 

the pit contained a segmented faience bead. A complete food vessel and a truncated cinerary 

urn were also found, and the burials included four cremation deposits, and four cists of 

varying types. This report is Interim as other potential Bronze Age sites in the vicinity are 

intended to be investigated and specialists work will now be pursued.  

INTRODUCTION 

The Ordinance Survey Name Book (1860) (HES) and the first editions of OS maps gives the 

legend; “Stone Coffins Found” at NS 2531 8040 near Portkil, Kilcreggan on the southern tip 

of Rosneath Peninsula, Argyll.  

The information given in the Name Book is: Lorn Campbell Esq, Mr Downie shepherd, Mr 

Hunter farm servant [Authorities]. 

“Mr Campbell informed me that about 45 years ago while improving the field at this place a 

number of Stone Coffins were found, the remains of the dead they contained had mouldered 

to dust, and nothing else was found at the spot”. 

In a field to the east at NS 2630 8061 apparently a cinerary urn was discovered and is 

similarly recorded in the Name Book: “Urn Found here”. Lorn Campbell Esq, Mr Downie 

shepherd, Mr Hunter farm servant [Authorities]. 
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“About 7 years ago while one of Mr Campbells servants was ploughing an Urn containing 

dust was turned up at the spot indicated on trace”. 

Canmore records give each site as: 

Coffins. Canmore ID: 41457. NS28SE/8. NS 2431 8040  

Several stone coffins of rude construction were found about 1815”. 

Urn. Canmore ID: 41434. NS28SE/13. NS 26308061. 

“The urn was reburied in situ by order of the Duke of Argyll”. 

Furthermore in Canmore (Canmore 1978) an aerial photograph shows a circular cropmark 

site at NS 264 806, it appears a single ditched enclosure about 8m in diameter. 

To the west and found in a sea cave have been C
14

 dated Early Bronze Age artefacts and 

deposits (Ward 2016
1
) and to the north Bronze Age sites have been found in the form of 

burnt mounds, while Iron Age deposits and three C
14

 date were secured in recent field work 

(Ward 2016
2
).  A Bronze Age palstave now preserved in Inverary Castle was found nearby, 

while a Neolithic polished stone axe was found to the NW and in the same field as the ‘stone 

coffins.’ Stray finds of flint scrapers have been recovered by fieldwalking in the area (Kelly 

2017) [see App I for all]. 

On Gallow Hill a possible burial cairn is reported (Canmore 2019) 

Given the known pre-historic evidence from the area, NCAS embarked upon a project to 

locate the ‘coffins’, the site of the ‘urn’ the cropmark and the cairn on Gallow Hill, to 

establish the periods concerned and if any remains survived, also, if any further associated 

evidence could be established. 

The urn was assumed to be a cinerary urn of Bronze Age date, while the age of the coffins 

was unknown. Two possibilities seemed to present themselves; one was that they may also be 

Bronze Age and be cists; and the other was that they could be associated with the Early 

Christian period and perhaps help to explain the names ‘Portkil’ and ‘Kilcreggan’, the 

assumption being that a chapel or other Early Christian site such as a cemetery could exist in 

the area. The cropmark, because of its shape and size were suspected as being a Bronze Age 

ditch barrow. 

LOCATION.  Figs 1 & 2. 

The first two sites are given on OS maps appearing on the 1st Ed of 1866, their discoveries 

being described in the OS name Book and Canmore (above). 

Rosneath Peninsula lies between Loch Long on the west side, and Gareloch on the east, its 

broad southern end faces the Clyde estuary to the south. It was formerly part of 

Dunbartonshire but currently it is Rosneath Parish and part of Argyll and Bute.   
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Fig 1. Location map. 

 

Fig 2. Location map showing sites. 
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METHODOLOGY 

For the most part the work was carried out by trenching the ground which was soon 

established as being a raised beach with considerable depth of maroon/brown coloured gravel 

derived from the underlying conglomerate deposit and which is the solid geology. The gravel 

was consistently absent of any stones above small cobble size [c200mm] and when stones 

were encountered in section and it became apparent that they were not part of the natural old 

beach profile, area excavation was then applied, ensuring that stones were not disturbed until 

features were totally exposed and recorded. Areas adopted in the excavation search for the 

coffins was the ground lying between the military road and drain surfaces. In the event, parts 

of Roads No’s 1, 2 & 5 were sacrificed in the search for the coffins. Particular attention was 

paid to the spoil for any random finds, only occasional sherds of 19
th

 century pottery and 

glass were found and are considered to be the product of midden scattering on the former 

field before the WWI camp was built.  

The spoil from within features and that surrounding them was wet sieved through 4mm and 

2mm sieves, where charcoal was encountered the spoil was sieved by flotation through 2mm 

and 0.3mm sieves. Samples of charcoal and burnt bone were dried at room temperatures, 

cleaned of extraneous material such as roots and grit then weighed and bagged.  

The entire site has been recorded by digital photography and select parts by digital video. 

Over 700 hundred photographs were taken, showing all aspects of the work including finds 

and the logistics of site management such as spoil heaps and tree clearance.  

Survey drawings of the WWI camp site roads were produced as part of that project; these 

were also used as a site control for recording the position of pre-historic features discovered 

in the Project. The lime kiln and three cists were drawn at 1:20 scale. 

All prehistoric features encountered in the project are accorded Numbers BA1 – 9. In this 

report the military features are described by name e.g. road or drain. 

Descriptions of the prehistoric finds by the writer should be read as ‘non-specialist’. 

EXCAVATION AT ‘COFFINS SITE’. 

Eventually five main trenches designated T1 – T5, and smaller excavations were opened in 

association with the search for the ‘coffins’ and also to prove military road positions, in the 

event these trenches became conjoined and are now considered unimportant for the purposes 

of the report.  

Running concurrently with this project was the survey and excavation of aspects of the WW I 

military camp area of Portkil Battery (Ward 2019). The southern area of the camp embraces 

the NGR given for the stone coffins. None of the military roads encountered were previously 

known on the ground although WD plans of the site existed, large parts of roads were 

excavated as a possible precursor to searching for the missing coffins, in the event only 

relatively small areas of the roads were removed by excavation. 

Numerous trees and shrubbery were removed to allow the search for the coffins to 

commence. During the survey of the military installations at the site, two piles of stones and a 

formal stone setting with two mature trees growing on it were included on the plans. None of 

these features was considered to be of a military nature since nearly all of the camp appears 
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to have been built on concrete foundations and floors. Nevertheless the two stone piles were 

shown to be from military roads which had been disturbed in recent times by machine 

digging, the purpose of which is unknown. The other square stone setting is not available for 

invasive investigation because of the two mature trees growing on it, however, it was 

established that it postdates the concrete structure adjacent to it, and may have been to serve 

some purpose in the camp, perhaps as a flagstaff setting? But that is conjectural along with 

the idea it may have covered the original coffins site and was built to demarcate it. 

The stone piles were investigated firstly to establish their nature and it was soon shown that 

they were the product of disturbance in two places on a cobbled roadway (No 3). The road 

was entirely exposed to prove its extent as part of the military aspect of the overall project. 

That work led to the discovery of several other cobbled roads which clearly served the army 

camp.  

Upon resuming the work but in a search for the coffins another cobbled surface was 

discovered but this one lay below roadways No’s 2 & 5 and therefore pre-dates them. In the 

angle between the junction of the two roads and also underlying both of them was a scatter of 

modern flint (of which more below). 

The search for the ‘coffins’ has therefore produced further evidence of the layout of the WWI 

military camp, but perhaps more importantly it has produced new evidence of Bronze Age 

burial sites which taken with the original ‘coffins’ confirms the area was used as a pre-

historic cemetery. 

This report includes roads of the WWI camp site as they were used as control features to 

record the locations of pre-historic features. Trenches 1, 4 & 5 became conjoined during the 

progress of the work while No’s 2 & 3 are separated by military features. The Trench 

numbers are not used in this report to any good effect. 

STRUCTURES and FEATURES 

Feature No 1.  Pl’s 1 - 6. 

Apart from the roads described in the military report of the area, the main structure 

encountered was a setting of stones [F1] which measured at least 1.5m wide by 3m long and 

consisting of up to three arbitrary layers of stones to a depth of >0.4m deep. The structure, 

only partially exposed, appeared to have kerbing in parts on the south east side, formed by 

boulders rather than the smaller stones used in the main area. The stones across the structure 

were cobble sized down to fist size and were compacted into a tight formation. The stones 

were nearly all derived from the nearby beach and included a number of white quartz 

pebbles, whether this was a deliberate act or merely a fortuitous one is uncertain as the beach 

abounds with such stones. Two sondage cut through parts of the structure showed that in 

those areas it was built or deposited directly over a natural dark brown old beach gravel. The 

stone setting had required a trench to be dug to accommodate it and it lay below parts of the 

military roads No’s 2 & 5. However, it differed from all the military roads encountered on the 

site in as much as they were mostly covered with a layer of finer beach gravels, consolidating 

their surfaces, and making a better walking pathway, no such covering was made over the 

lower structure which may nevertheless have been created as part of the military camp 

roadways, but perhaps abandoned and not completed, since, if it was a military road, the 

surface as found would have made walking uncomfortable.  
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Fig 3. Showing the final plan of the east side of the WWI camp site, including the 

Bronze Age features and the lime kiln. 

Pl 1. Showing the stone setting F1 

relative to the original ‘Stone 

Coffins’ reference spot, and the 

military roads No’s 2 & 5. Note the 

post hole (F1a) and the stone free 

patch at top which gives way to road 

No 6. 

Compare with Fig 3 above. 
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An irregular shaped sondage measuring 2m long by >0.6m wide and 0.45m deep (S2) was cut 

after arbitrary layers of stones were removed. Apart from a flat stone lying adjacent a 

‘kerb’(?) stone, the sondage consisted of mostly fist sized rocks and the deposit was in total 

0.3m deep and lying directly on the natural old beach gravels, as was the single flat stone. 

The matrix within which the stones lay was a fine, light brown sandy soil with no inclusions 

of gravel whatsoever. At the interface with the basal stones and the beach gravel, some soil 

had intermixed with the gravel for a depth of 50mm – 100mm. The base of the sondage 

(beach gravel) was level with that sondage (S1) previously cut through the stones and 

adjacent the tree on the military Road No 2, the sondage was 1.3m wide by 2m long and 0.7m 

deep. It is therefore clear that the ground had been excavated down to the natural old beach 

gravel, and then the stones were deposited, after which the interstices between the stones 

became filled with the fine soil. There was no gravel over the feature as was seen on some of 

the military road surfaces, and F1 lay at a depth of 0.3m beneath one such road (No 5). 

Quartz pebbles were found throughout the matrix of the feature, suggesting that those found 

on the upper surface had no special significance. Two of the kerb stones were shown to have 

penetrated into the natural beach gravel by 100mm.  

Near the large kerb stones and on the area of F1 was a pit (F1a) ascribed as being a post hole 

with surrounding packing stones, it measured 0.5m by 0.4m and 0.3m deep and is suspected 

as having contained a post of c 0.3m in diameter. 

F1 was certainly a manufactured stone surface bounded on part of the eastern side by large 

edging or kerb stones, set vertically into the gravel, and had to a lesser extent had similar 

tightly packed areas of stones adjacent the eastern side of the ‘kerb’ stones, this gave way to a 

large area of less consolidated stones which nevertheless lay at the same level as F1 and 

underlay in part the military road No 2, extending slightly beyond it into Trench No 4, 

however a layer of old field soil lay between the stones and the more formal surface of Road 

No 2 above, and the same soil overlay all of F1. The lesser consolidated stones could not 

have been a natural phenomenon as the evidence from the entire excavations show, however 

they were entirely cleared by excavation, but nothing was found above, beside or below 

them, as indeed was the case with the two sondage cut through F1.  

 It was not possible to show any chronological link to the two main stone features, but the 

fact that they were laid on the beach gravel and both had been covered in field soil upon 

which the military roads were laid, indicates they were of earlier deposition than the military 

roads. 

Notwithstanding all of that the stone settings remain the one aspect of the site which defies 

explanation and dating other than the fact they lay below the military roads and were 

truncated in part by the lime kiln construction (below). 

The northern draw flue of the lime kiln had certainly cut through F1, but it is considered 

unlikely that this intrusion would alter the mystery of the date and purpose of F1. 

Discussion 
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The feature, which is assumed to have been mostly exposed by excavation apart from those 

parts below the tree and Road No 2, has defied explanation and dating as no finds were made 

on, through or beneath it to assist with interpretation. However, it was shown that the NGR 

given for the “Stone coffins found”, adjacent the tree, did not equate to any archaeological 

feature other than those discussed above. The mature tree growing on Road No 2 prevented 

excavation in its direction from F1 and theoretically at least the coffins may yet underly it.  

Several photographs are given here to allow the reader to better understand the nature if not 

necessarily the function of this feature   

  
Pl 2. An early pic of F1 showing the post hole 

being excavated and the kerbing appearing. 

Pl 3. Sondage (S1) cut through the 

alleged position of the ‘Stone coffins. 
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Pl 4. Showing sondage (Pl 3) with layer of stones underlying Road No 2, the surface of 

which has the ranging rod lying on it. Road No 3 leads off on the rhs.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

 

 
Pl 5. Sondage (S2) cut beside the ‘kerb’ 

stones, note the post hole on the rhs. 

Pl 6. The ‘kerb’ stones of F1 showing 

depth into the natural beach gravel, also 

rabbit burrows. 

 

Feature No 2.  Pl 7. 

F2 comprised of a spread of charcoal enriched soil of c 0.75m in diameter by up to 75mm in 

depth, it lay 0.7m below the present surface of the ground and the surface of Road No 2 and 

beside and below the tree (above). It was seen as a grey coloured deposit against the 

background of dark brown natural beach gravel, above which it lay. The deposit lay 

immediately below the final layer of stones removed from the sondage in the stone structure 

F1. Unfortunately, the deposit was seen to continue below the mature tree in a section of 

about 1m in length, its true nature cannot therefore be ascertained.  

The amorphous deposit was bulk sampled at three arbitrary levels until it disappeared. The 

upper sample of 14litres produced by flotation a tiny quantity of charcoal above 2mm in size 

and an equally small amount of charcoal at 0.3mm, the latter sample was seen to contain 

numerous small round carbonised seed, and one specimen of a larger seed with a groove 

around its centre. The middle sample was 28 litres in size and produced a similar amount of 

the larger charcoal but considerably more in the 0.3mm sieve, the 0.3mm flot was also noted 

to contain the same seed as above. The basal sample of 7 litre of gravel produced no charcoal 

of any size whatsoever. 

It is uncertain if this deposit represents some natural event or is anthropogenic in origin. 

Pl 7. Showing the charcoal 

layer (F2) (above the 

ranging rod). 

Part of Roads No’s 2 & 5 

were removed to investigate 

a flint scatter found at their 

junction and below them, in 

the hope of discovering the 

“stone coffins”, the flint was 

eventually explained in 
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context of the lime kiln (below), but the only other evidence was a less consolidated and 

seemingly more ad hoc layer of stones; these stones were not of natural deposition and lay at 

the same level as those in F1 and offered some hope of finding features within them and pre-

dating the WWI camp.  

Nothing was found other than a continuation of the flint chunks and flakes which lay in the 

soil immediately above the stones of F1 and below the two road surfaces.  

However, lying below the southern edge of Road No 5 were a cremation deposit [BA 6] and 

part of a cist [BA 7], these are considered below.  

TRENCH No 2. 

The opportunity was taken firstly to excavate those areas less affected by trees and mature 

root systems. The area consisted of a general ground profile of 0.1m of loam soil, 0.3m sub 

soil and gravel, and like the other trenches it was excavated down c 0.1m into the natural old 

beach gravels. The trench was deliberately extended in the area of buildings F and G and 

adjacent the stone feature [H] in the hope of establishing if the “stone coffins” were nearby 

the two mature trees, in the event no prehistoric finds were made in the entire trench. 

STONE DRAIN. WWI.  Pl 8 & Fig 3. 

A stone drain, cut into the upper level of beach gravel and lying 0.2m below the ground 

surface consisting of side stones set as kerbing and other stones covering the channel of about 

150mm square in section, smaller stones and some gravel had been thrown over the irregular 

shaped capstones to help seal the drain. It ran from Building ‘F’ (Fig 3, which it clearly 

served) and alongside the stone setting with the two mature trees upon it. The point where it 

reached Road No 3 showed it had been formed after that road section, as it had been cut into 

it, and furthermore, the intrusion into the road surface was never repaired. The drain 

continued in a straight line until it reached Road No 4, but here it clearly ran below that road, 

emerging on the other side and therefore pre-dates the road. All of the drains exposed at the 

western side of the camp were made with fireclay pipes, why this one should be built with 

rocks is uncertain. It was poorly made and unlikely to have functioned satisfactorily for long 

before being silted up and blocked. A single soil filled post hole of 150mm diameter by 0.3m 

depth below the old beach gravel was found adjacent its northern side, it is assumed to be of 

no great age.  
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Pl 8. Showing the WWI stone drain. Fig 4. Showing the four post holes and 

stone piles disturbed from roads. 

POST HOLES. WWI.  Fig 4. 

Four small post holes (PH 1 - 4) were detected in a straight line, each post being 3m apart and 

up to 0.2m deep, each was cut for variable depths into the upper surface of the old beach 

gravel, meaning they were originally c 0.5m deep. Their diameter of c100mm meant they 

were small posts such as fence stobs and certainly not structural, nor indeed forming a fence 

since they were too far apart. The only suggestion is that they were a tethering line for horses, 

but that is speculative. However, in PH 2 it would appear that the post had been withdrawn 

and immediately a broken ginger beer bottle was dropped into the hole, similarly PH 4 had a 

broken tumbler dropped down it. The ginger beer bottle of Reid’s of Helensburgh is dateable 

to circa 1920 and it is suggested here that the posts were associated with the encampment of 

the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders in 1922 when they were camped under canvass in the 

field. 

FIELD DRAIN Fig 3. 

Running downhill and SW from ‘H’, and under the WWI drain and Road No 3, continuing 

through T4 and under Road No 4 was a field drain consisting of two fireclay pipes laid in a 

straight trench 0.4m wide and 1m deep. Clearly this pre-dated the military camp installations 

and was suspected as being part of the field improvements mentioned as being the reason for 

the discovery of the “stone coffins” in 1815 (however see the lime kiln below). The entire 

length of the drain was seen to be cut into the beach gravels and was sectioned in several 

locations to prove the consistency of its construction. The drain gave impetus for the 

excavation of T4 in the hope that it would lead to the discovery of the original coffins and 

given that it ran below the trees at ‘H’, speculation that the coffins were in that spot was 

enhanced (but not proven).  

TRENCH No 3.  Fig 5. 
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Trench No 3 measured circa 23 square metres. It lay in a triangle between Roads No’s 3 and 

4 and the stone drain, however, about 6 square metres were not excavated because of the 

presence of a group of trees. The ground was excavated to a depth of up to 0.6m in depth, 

removing about 100mm of the natural upper surface of the old beach gravel. Three features 

were discovered as described below: 

Fig 5. Showing the narrow 

miss of the pit by the WWI 

drain.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cinerary Urn. [BA 1]  Fig 5 and Pl’s 9 – 14.  NS 25320 80415 

A truncated cremation urn was located. The urn had been buried upright in a pit which must 

have cut through the original soil profile and down a further 100mm into the natural beach 

gravel deposit. When complete, this pot must have been nearly level with the ground surface, 

therefore it must have been protected by a mound of earth or a stone cairn, which has been 

removed at some point before the pot was truncated, presumably by ploughing. The pot as 

found was the complete basal part measuring up to 155mmm in height, the flat base was 

125mm in diameter and the diameter of the surviving upper part diameter was 210mm. The 

upper edges of the body were worn. The undecorated body was c12mm thick and was 

mottled black and brown on the internal surface and brown on the outside, with a black 

reduced core throughout, inclusion of angular stones up to 6mm were observed in the fresh 

breaks and on the roughly smoothed outer surface. Several sherds crumbled from the upper 

edges of the pot upon exposing it, and some have been re-fixed to the vessel using UHU glue, 

after the emptied pot was lightly cleaned by brushing and drying at room temperature. 

Unfortunately at this stage it was realised that a few small sherds had been lost in the 

excavation.  

The contents of the partial pot were entirely bone fragments in a matrix of soil and some very 

tiny stones, with only a few small charcoal pieces being present. Throughout the contents but 

especially around the internal sides and base were rootlets up to 2mm in diameter, those at 

the pot edges and base were matted. Two tiny worms were also present near the base. The 

total weight of handpicked and dried bones (at room temperature) was around 400 grammes, 

however, a further 325 grammes, of mostly smaller bone and fragments was washed from the 

soil within the pot, interestingly in this material several tooth fragments were seen, especially 

roots. The contents were removed from the pot in two arbitrary layers; upper and lower. The 
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bone was removed by carefully picking it from the soil, drying at room temperature and 

cleaning lightly with a squirrel hair brush to removed excess soil and rootlets, however, some 

of the bone is in an extremely fragile condition and much fragmented, where pieces could be 

identified as coming from a single bone they have been bagged together for possible 

reconstruction. The residue of soil and bone particles were washed through 2mm and 0.3mm 

sieves, dried and retained. The minute material in the 0.3mm sieve was not weighed as it 

contains much grit. 

The soil and gravel surrounding the pot and amounting to 8kg was recovered and wet sieved 

for finds and charcoal, 3 grammes of charcoal above 2mm in size was retrieved, but two tiny 

chips of modern glass and equally tiny fragments of coal were in the sample. These were 

obviously later intrusions into the plough soil profile of the feature. The small amount of 

charcoal is therefore dubious as to its origin. 

It is assumed that the soil surrounding the bone within the pot was deposited after the upper 

part of the vessel had been truncated, probably by ploughing, thus allowing the soil to fill any 

interstices between the bones which were nevertheless packed in in a random fashion. Much 

bone must have succumbed to decay as was evident by the microscopic particles throughout 

the fill. 

Upon expert examination it will be possible to comment more fully on the bone, e.g. were 

selected pieces placed in certain parts of the overall volume, it seems likely to the writer that 

much of the bone is of a quality to tell something of the original body, and seemingly small 

bones such as rib, toe and /or finger bones, and small vertebrae, suggest to the writer that this 

was a young person, possibly with a baby? However, given that a high percentage of both the 

pot and its original contents are now missing, the fuller story of this cremation may be lost 

forever. The near absence of charcoal suggests that the bone was picked to deliberately 

exclude charcoal. The absence of charcoal suggests the bone was handpicked from the pyre. 

Lying almost adjacent to the urn was a deposit of charcoal free grey coloured soil (F3 below) 

which was c0.4m in diameter by c50mm deep, it lay directly on the clean beach gravel (Fig 

5). The feature was bulk sampled but could have been the basal layer of a pit cut down to that 

level, however, whether during ancient times or being a later event is unclear.   

The gravel surrounding the remains of the cinerary urn was bulk sampled and wet sieved in 

case any small object had been in the pit with the vessel. The 5kg sample produced charcoal 

over 2mm in size and weighing 3 grammes.  

  
Pl 9. Cinerary urn removed from ground. Pl 10. The author and Sandra Kelly with 

the urn. Note the proximity of Road No 4. 
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Pl 11. Urn with bone content. Pl 12. Bone excavated from urn. 

  

  
Pl 13. The empty pot. Pl 14. Sample of bone with possible neo natal bone? 

 

Pit.  [BA 2]  Fig 5 and Pl’s 15 - 19. Circa NS 25320 80415 

A pit measuring 0.5m by 0.4m at its upper edge and narrowing to a bowl shaped base of 0.3m 

in diameter and a total depth of 0.5m, was found to be packed with a variety of stones varying 

up to circa 150mm in size, several being cobbles derived from beach gravels. Quartz stones 

were in abundance but may simply be fortuitous since they abound in the old and modern 

beach deposits. A flat stone of 230x200mm and 40mm thick was positioned on one side of 

the deposit in a vertical position, it lay about 150mm above the base of the pit, it is uncertain 

whether the position was deliberate or co-incidental. The fill of the pit between stones was a 

dark soil with charcoal and occasional tiny flecks of calcined bone being present.  

About midway in the pit depth and to one side a segmented faience bead was found. It 

measures 10mm long by 4mm thick, the hole is c1.5-2mm in diameter. The bead has five 

segments. About the basal area of the pit a tiny piece of haematite 17mm long was recovered, 

a flattened side may indicate its use by grinding or rubbing, it is probable that it was used as a 

colouring agent. Also found was a corroded fragment of a bronze pin. 

The contents of the feature, less the larger stones which amounted to half a barrow load were 

bulk sampled, produced from three arbitrary levels of upper, middle and basal; upper and 

middle was 15kg each while the basal sample was c8kg. The samples were wet sieved, and 

flotation of charcoal was recovered amounting to 10, 7 and 3 grammes respectively of 

charcoal above 2mm in size from each layer. The 0.3mm flots contain grit and are 

consequently not weighed, but tiny spherical seed was observed in them. After sieving the 

residues were shown to be entirely beach gravel with only a tiny loss of soil through the 
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sieves. The residues were inspected for small finds, but none were found, they were then 

discarded.  

The pit was therefore compactly filled with rocks and gravel and a relatively small amount of 

charcoal but hardly any soil. Tiny flecks of white calcined bone were seen throughout the fill 

which also contained the faience bead and the piece of haematite. 

The urn and the pit were only about 1m apart and it is possible they were associated as part of 

the same ritual deposition; however, it is accepted that their differing contents may not be 

able to answer that question. Both are nevertheless undoubtedly Bronze Age in date.  

The features had narrow escapes by both ploughing and later by the construction of the road 

and drain. 

SAMPLES 

Also seen in both sizes of flot were minute pieces of black shiny lithic up to 5mm in size but 

for the most part considerably smaller. The lithic is fractured into chunks rather than flakes 

and is interpreted as coal which therefore must be a modern bioturbation intrusion. 

 

  

 

 

Pl 15. Discovery of the pit in partial 

section, note the road and drain proximity. 

Pl 16. Stone fill of the pit with vertical 

slab, also not the bead at the trowel tip. 
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Pl 17. The faience bead, mm scale bar. Pl 18. The faience bead. 

  

 

Pl 19. The bead, haematite piece and bronze pin fragment.. 
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Feature No 3.  Fig 5. 

Lying adjacent the cinerary urn was a lens of fine dark grey soil forming an irregular shaped 

patch of about 0.4m in diameter. The feature was bulk sampled and was shown to be 

superficial, being only 50mm at its deepest point. The sample of c5kg was wet sieved but 

nothing was recovered from it. 

TRENCH No 4. 

Trench No 4 was opened in available ground to the south of T3 and between Roads No’s 2 & 

3. several trees were removed to facilitate the work. The excavations extended to beyond the 

natural beach gravel, often to a total depth of 0.6m.  

FIELD DRAIN. 

Emerging from below Road No 2, a trench 0.5m wide by up to 1m deep was discovered to 

contain two ‘D’ shaped field drains lying side by side. The fireclay pipes were 14” and 13
1
/2” 

long with a circular hole of 1
1
/4” in diameter. They were laid tightly abutted and were entirely 

clear of any silt. It is possible this was the ‘improvements’ to the field mentioned in the OS 

Day Book, the drain was traced to run through T2 and to the stone feature [H[ with mature 

trees, this gives some credence to the theory that the original coffins may lie below the two 

trees.  

Baby? cist No 1 Pl’s 20 – 21. [BA 3]  NS 25318 80408. 

A small grave consisting of simple but neat and careful construction was cut into the natural 

beach gravel. Six slabs, flat with rounded edges from beach deposits were built to form a 

roughly rectangular pit with two slabs on each long side. A larger and thicker slab (100mm) 

formed the eastern end, all the sides slope inwards towards the base which was floored with 

two thin slabs. The upper dimensions were 0.9m by 0.8m by >0.5m deep. The base measured 

0.4m by 0.4m. Stones were used for very neat packing between slabs where they did not meet 

or overlap. A single cap stone remained in situ, covering only part of the pit, it was an 

angular flat stone of 0.6m by 0.3m and >100mm thick. It was overlain or sealed with random 

small stones, but it was clear that another cap stone must have been removed at some point, 

possibly by ploughing. On the southern side a small pit was covered by two rounded cobbles 

and three small flat stones set on edge. Everything had been cut into the natural beach gravel, 

itself being 0.3m below the ground level. The side slabs must have been laid against the 

sloping edges of the original excavated pit as they were hard against the natural gravel. The 

entire content of the grave were wet sieved, but nothing was found in the gravel fill, or in the 

small side pit, but because of the small size of the grave it is assumed to have been a child 

inhumation. If any grave goods existed in either feature they must have been of perishable 

materials.   
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Pl 20. Baby? cist and side pit. Pl 21. Baby? cist and side pit. 

Cremation No 2. Pl’s 22 – 26. [BA 4]  NS 25319 80407 

Lying 1.9m from Grave No 1 and adjacent the edge of Road No 2, was an oval shaped pit 

dug 150mm into the beach gravel, it measured 1.2m long by 0.8m wide the long axis being 

aligned N/S. The pit was surrounded by cobbles >200mm in size, mostly of quartz, these lay 

on the natural gravel around the edge of the pit in a loose manner. The pit was sealed with an 

arbitrary layer of small stones and taken with the top-soil would have added a further 0.3m 

depth to the feature. Centrally positioned in the base of the pit was a scatter of burnt bone of 

about 0.5m by 0.4m in area and extending to c75mm deep. 

Finds from the pit 

The burnt bone is likely to have been residual from the original deposit, the largest fragment 

measures 35x25mm and although some pieces are likely to supply diagnostic attributes, the 

relatively small quantity; 185 grammes in total weight, suggests it was in the final stage of 

decay. A further quantity of micro bone (below) is retained from the 0.3mm sieve, it contains 

much grit. 

No charcoal was recovered from the pit. 

 

Pl 22. The small cist with the oval shaped grave appearing slightly below military Road 

No 2 edging. 
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Pl 23. Grave pit with covering of white 

quartz pebbles. 

Pl 24. Cremated bone including a tooth 

crown (rhs) from the grave pit. 

 

Also within the pit fill was a third(?) part of a corroded bronze ring? Of circa 20mm diameter, 

it was circa 2mm in section.  

A burnt flint flake [34x24x4mm] and three fragments of burnt flint, also a quartz flake which 

may be natural. 

Two small sherds of pot and about twenty four fragments were recovered from the pit fill, it 

is uncertain whether one or two pots are represented but one sherd appears to be from a 

beaker, having three zones of short double incised lines, obviously made by the same tool. 

Each sherd only survives as a single side, the decorated one being buff in colour while the 

rest are black, likely from the inside surface of a pot. 

The contents of the pit had apparently been covered in a layer of small quartz pebbles, and 

although the surrounding natural beach gravels contain such pebbles, they are never seen as a 

concentration as they were found in the feature, they are therefore considered to be a 

deliberate deposition. 

The area of the pit containing bone was bulk sampled and wet sieved through a 2mm sieve, 

the sample of 8litres consisted of gravel, and from the residue, the pot and flint fragments 

were recovered along with bone fragments. The two sherds, flint flake and bronze object 

were found in the excavation of the deposit. A sample of c500 grammes but which is nearly 

all grit was recovered from the 0.3mm sieve, minute fragments of bone are present and only 

occasional particles of charcoal.  

The burial was possibly a crouched inhumation accompanying a cremation and once again 

the bone had been separated from any charcoal from the pyre. 
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Pl 25. Sherds from Cremation No 2 (BA 4). Pl 26. Possible beaker sherd from 

Cremation No 2 (BA 4). 

  

Cremation No 3. Pl’s 27 – 34. [BA 5]  NS 25317 80403. 

Lying 2.8m to the SW of Cremation No 2 burial is a rectangular stone setting which 

contained cremated bone, an almost complete medium sized food vessel, a single rim sherd 

from a beaker and a fragment of a ring of coal/jet? 

A sub rectangular setting of stone measured overall c2.1m by 1.6m and aligned to within a 

few degrees of N/S. Excavation showed that a sub rectangular pit 1.8m long by 1.2m wide 

had been dug to a total depth of 0.6m, assuming the original ground level was similar to the 

present one, the pit was dug into the natural old beach gravel to a depth of 0.25m and had a 

flat base consisting of the gravel. The space within the stone setting was c1.4m long by 0.6m 

wide. The natural gravel at this point on the landscape is extremely loose and unconsolidated, 

making the archaeological excavation very difficult, considerable care was exercised so as 

not to enlarge the original pit shape. The stones used to line the edges of the pit were mostly 

gathered angular schist rocks which are local to the site, however some were rounded beach 

cobbles either derived from the immediate old beach gravels or the present nearby beach.  

The pit fill consisted entirely of the same gravel through which it was originally dug, there 

being no larger stones within it, this brought the level of fill to the upper surfaces of the 

surrounding stones, which themselves were higher than the old beach gravel. Above the 

gravel fill was a thin layer of broken slate forming pieces no larger than 0.15m in size, they 

may originally have been part of a single slab at one time. Immediately above the slate was a 

much disturbed layer of small stones and also intermixed with it and the slate were sherds of 

19
th

 century pottery and a piece of glass, along with tiny fragments of coal, these, along with 

the disturbed state of some of the edge stones indicated the ground had been ploughed over at 

some time before the construction of the WWI camp, disturbing any upper stones or stones 

covering the grave pit. The same situation was observed on all of the Bronze Age sites 

discovered to that point. The gravel fill of the pit can only be anthropogenic as it could not 

have over spilled the stones nor seeped down from above if such had happened the fill would 

surely have a soil content. There was no charcoal in any part of the pit fill. 
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Pl 27. Cremation No 3. Showing upper surface stone cover, also foundation pit for WWI 

army barrack hut pillar. 

  

Pl 28. Food vessel jammed between stones. Pl 29. Food vessel. 

 

Occasional fragments of burnt bone were located throughout the pit fill below the slate, 

however bone in more abundance was concentrated below edge stones at the N and E sides, 

indicating some stones had slumped into the original pit.  

A medium sized food vessel (described below) was found lying in the SW corner of the pit, 

on its side and facing into the grave, at this stage it was noted that the pot contents were also 
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clean gravel, although a single piece of burnt bone was contained in the upper fill of the pot. 

Eventually, with the pot inverted, the contents simply fell out leaving the internal pot sides 

relatively clean. It is considered likely that when the pot was interred it was placed upright, 

perhaps any decaying organic filling was replaced by the overhead gravel and piece of bone. 

When in situ the upper  face of the pot (actually its side) was noted as having overall 

decoration, but on later examination the remainder of the pot external surfaces were shown to 

be badly disfigured by the face of the vessel having flaked off, removing the decoration on 

those parts (see below). The flaking is assumed to be the product of post depositional 

influences within the grave pit. Part of the bevelled rim was also missing but this was absent 

in antiquity as seen by the scar. The otherwise complete pot had a narrow escape as a stone 

had slumped over it and lay hard against its upper surface, as it lay on its side. Immediately 

below the pot a single rim sherd from a beaker was found.  

The entire content of the pit fill and the soil removed from around the surrounding stones was 

wet sieved through a succession of 6mm, 2mm and 0.3mm sieves on site, using a hose from a 

nearby house. Minute fragments of burnt bone were collected but a single artefact of cannal 

coal/jet? (described below) was also recovered in this process and this came from a high level 

in the pit fill, but not among the disturbed slate which contained modern coal fragments.  

The structure was preserved post excavation without the removal of those stones considered 

in situ, the true edges of the pit therefore remain unexcavated. The feature was back filled 

with clean builders’ sand after two coins dated 2019 were inserted at each end of the grave. A 

modern cairn now marks the spot the same as all the Bronze Age features on the site. 

  
Pl 30. Food vessel, Cremation No 3. Pl 31. Food vessel, Cremation No 3. 

  

FINDS 

Bone. 

A total weight of lightly washed cremated bone amounted to c215 grammes dried weight, and 

while it is assumed to be human, like the other cremation deposits it will be subject to expert 

analyses in due course. Nevertheless a number of vertebrae fragments appear to be present, 
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but that is about as much as this writer may say on the subject. The single fragment on bone 

within the upper fill of the pot is assumed to be co-incidentally got there from the pit fill. 

Food vessel.  Pl’s 28 – 31. 

The food vessel measures 170mm in height with a flat base diameter of c70mm and an 

external rim diameter of 155mm. The body expands at the lower carination between 8-10mm 

wider than the rim diameter, it then curves slightly to the flat base. The decorated rim is 

internally bevelled, and the pot body is 10-12mm thick. The pot is buff coloured externally 

and has a black sooty? Internal surface. It has been overall decorated, however much of the 

external surface and part of the base edge is missing, presumably due to post deposition 

decay within the pit, this does show the gritty nature of the clay used, having inclusions up to 

only a few millimetres in size.  

The side which lay uppermost in the grave has thankfully been preserved and shows the pot 

was decorated from top to bottom.  

The rim bevel has been carelessly impressed all around using a comb top to bottom, with 

gaps between the lines varying from c5- 8mm. The pot has a double cavetto; one below the 

rim and the other above the shoulder, they measure in height respectively 20mm and 25mm. 

The upper and narrower zone lies below a subtly everted rim and is decorated with angled 

comb impressions up to 25mm long and immediately above shorter comb impressions 

>10mm in length but applied in the opposite direction giving a slight ‘herring bone’ 

appearance. The lower zone is similarly decorated with angled comb lines running in the 

same direction as the upper ones but below are possible fingernail impressions about 8mm 

long and running around the upper edge of the carination, it may be that the decoration is by a 

tool rather than fingernail. The main body from the upper zones to the base is comb 

impressed in columns, the comb being >15mm long with the impressions executed 

consistently at a slight angle.  Thus the entire decorated design can be postulated.  

A section of the rim about 90mm long is missing but it is evident by the scar that this was 

absent when the pot was inserted in the grave.  On the opposite side two short cracks have 

caused a small part of the rim to be slightly displaced, but still firmly held in place, this may 

have been due to pressure with the pit after deposition, other cracks are evident in parts of the 

body. Otherwise the vessel is in stable condition, after it was dried at room temperature and 

only lightly cleaned with a squirrel hair brush for photographic purposes, the pot has been 

wrapped in tinfoil and secured with a surgical bandage to maintain its stability. 

Beaker sherd.   Pl 32. 

A 5mm thick rim sherd from a beaker measures 43mm across the rim by 30mm from the 

slightly rounded rim top a groove giving a rim zone of c20mm. The zone has been decorated 

by comb impressions >10mm long and in a ‘herring bone’ design of  >five lines. The exterior 

side is buff coloured while the body and interior are black. Part of the internal surface has 

scaled off.   

Coal ring fragment. Bead? Pl 33. 

Found in the sieves, the fragment of a possible ring of coal measures15mm in total but with a 

hole diameter of 10mm. A possible section size of 3mm wide by 2mm deep may have 

survived on part of the unpolished object, it’s supposed perforation appears to be ‘hour-glass’ 
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suggesting it was bored from both sides. It may have been an intended bead, perhaps broken 

in manufacture. 

 

 

Pl 32. Beaker sherd. Cremation No 3. Pl 33. Coal/jet? Ring. Cremation No 3. 

 

 

Pl 34. The entire grave pit and surrounding stones of Cremation No 3. The food vessel 

was found on the left hand side. 
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Discussion. 

It seems clear that the grave pit was not created purely for a cremation deposit regardless how 

large that deposit may originally have been. The bone is not in a good state of preservation 

and that which possibly lay within the main area of the pit may have survived less well than 

the pieces found below the side stones. Nevertheless the size of the grave strongly suggests 

the inhumation of a body and because of the longer axis, that assumed body may have been 

extended rather than crouched, if that is correct then again, because of the length, a youth or 

child would have been the occupant. The small size of the food vessel may suggest a young 

person was buried there, perhaps with a token cremation deposit? Of someone else. That is of 

course entirely speculative. 

The fortunate inclusion of a beaker sherd at least shows that the two types of pot were used 

contemporaneously at the time of the burial. Whether the beaker sherd and the coal ‘ring’ 

were deliberate or accidental deposits remains unclear.   

Cremation No 4. Pl 35.  [BA 6]  NS 25316 80402 

Lying immediately below the kerb stone on the southern side of Road No 5 and 3.3m from its 

junction with road No 2 was a discrete deposit of burnt bone. The bone lay within the soil 

profile which is sandwiched between the road surface and the underlying rock feature, some 

of the bone lay slightly deeper within the underlying rock layer. It measured only about 

300mm in diameter by 100mm deep. Tiny fragments of coal lay within the deposit. The dried 

weight of the bone is 205 grammes, it is all very small and fragmentary, being up to c25mm 

in size. Fragments of at least three teeth are present (Pl 35). 

There did not appear to be any feature defining the presence of the concentration and the coal 

fragments may be explained as material being turned down by ploughing at some time before 

the road was constructed. 

 

Pl 35. Teeth roots and marked bone from Cremation No 4. 
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Cist No 1.  Pl’s 36 - 40 [BA 7]  NS 25314 80402 

Also lying immediately under the southern kerb stones of Road No 5, 1m from Cremation No 

4, 1.5m from the post hole in the main stone feature and between 4.1m and 5.4m from the 

junction of Roads 5 and 2, was a cist surrounded and covered by cobble stones. The 

rectangular cist, orientated almost N/S at 332
0 mag

, was made with four slabs of schistose 

stone and measured internally 1.2m by 0.5-0.56m wide and 0.5-0.65m deep, the depth being 

the extent to which the feature had been cut into the old beach gravel, and which constituted 

the floor of the grave. The top of the cist at the northern end was 0.4m below the upper level 

of the nearby post hole and the general height of the main stone feature. There was a double 

slab at the southern end. The cist side slabs varied between 80mm and 120mm thick. The 

interior was completely choked with partial cover slabs and cobble stones >0.25m, evidently 

the result of the collapsing covering stones which originally must have supported a cairn 

above them.  

The upper half of the cist interior had voids below stones while the remaining fill was 

compacted cobbles and gravelly soil. It was excavated in arbitrary layers of collapsed stones. 

Because of the voids, at some point when collapsing had taken place, items in the plough soil 

overlying the entire feature found their way down into the chamber of the cist, furthermore a 

mouse had created a nest of plastic and paper bags halfway down the depth of the coffin. A 

tiny sherd of white pottery, lime and slag fragments derived from the nearby kiln and, two 

flint flakes were all recovered. A large flint flake lay directly on top of the feature. Usually 

such flint items would have been considered to be contemporary with the cist, however, it is 

shown conclusively that the scatter of flint in the area was definitely associated with a lime 

kiln (below).  

No skeletal remains or contemporary archaeological objects were in the cist, all of the 

gravelly soil content was wet sieved on site through 4mm and 2mm sieves. However, on the 

cist floor and forming a linear scatter along it was a faint trace of charcoal, this was bulk 

sampled at about 5litres and sieved by flotation through 2mm and 0.3mm sieves with the 

following result; 4 grammes of charcoal above 2mm, the 0.3mm flot was not weighed as it 

contains grit. No seeds were observed in the flots. Why this deposit should be there is 

inexplicable, but it does allow for a primary date to be obtained for the cist. 

An arc of rounded cobble stones gathered from the nearby beach, lay around the SE corner 

and above them were flat stones lying in angular form into the former pit around the cist, 

these were the first indicators that an archaeological feature existed. They were all later 

shown to be packing stones behind the cist slabs. The builders had dug a pit measuring 2m 

long by 1.4m wide at its upper edges to accommodate the cist, presumably as a result of the 

unconsolidated gravel  collapsing, hence the need for packing stones to fill the voids around 

the cist.  

It was clear that the grave had been badly disturbed at some point with considerable pressure 

bearing down on the upper stones; when some of the fragmented cover stones were lifted 

they simply fell apart. It is likely that both ploughing the former field, and the construction of 

the military road directly overlying the stones may have taken a toll on the upper structure of 

the grave, causing movement and collapse of covering stones. The cist itself however was not 

damaged but the west long slab was splayed outwards slightly, no doubt allowing the 

overlying cover stones to slip into the interior. On the SE corner of the cist and at its upper 
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edge, a small angular stone was used to level the top to accommodate the missing capstone. 

Interestingly the northern and western slabs may have been split from one block, these two 

slabs were the same height above the interior but the other two were higher, meaning an 

awkwardness in roofing the chamber? 

At both the NE and SE corners and within the original pit excavation were two slabs placed 

at angles to reinforce those corners. When the cist slabs were placed in the pit, the voids 

behind the slabs were infilled with cobbles of varying sizes, bracing the slabs in a vertical 

position. However at the southern end there were two slabs, one on the inside being vertical 

and forming the chamber, and the other lying at angle out with it. It is assumed that the two 

end slabs were positioned firstly and when the side slabs were installed they did not meet the 

southern end slab, the second end slab was then installed to form the completed chamber.   

The stones as found over the upper side of the cist pile were level with the large stone setting 

to the north west (F1) about which nothing is known, and indeed the stones appeared to 

conjoin with parts of F1, this helps with the interpretation that although no evidence has been 

found to date or explain that feature, it is considered not to be associated with the army camp 

installation, as it, and the stones of the cist structure were covered by a remnant layer of field 

soil and, in the case of the cist and parts of the stone structure, above that soil were the camp 

roads. 

  
Pl 36. The cist corner showing among pit 

packing stones with WWI Road No 5 

kerbing above it. 

Pl 37. The cist outline appears among the 

packing stones which surround it. Note the 

stones choking the interior. 
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Pl 38. The empty cist. Pl 39. The cist side slabs and gravel floor. 

 

Pl 40. Showing three cists and the lime burning kiln with WWI road kerbs left and right 

and WWI barrack hut square concrete pillar foundation. 
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Fig 6. Plan of the lime burning kiln and three graves. 

 

 

Cist No 2.  Pl’s 40 - 41  [BA 8]  NS 25315 80398 

Lying 2.9m from the SE corner and south of Cist No 1 was Cist No 2, it was aligned at the 

time of excavation to 302
0
 mag, and it lay only 1m from the eastern side of the lime kiln and 

its flue (below) (Pl 40). The cist sides survived only on its long eastern side and at the end on 

the north side. The long eastern slab of schistose rock measured 1.2m by 0.6m at its 

maximum depth and 0.15m thick. It had been cracked vertically in the middle and part of the 

upper edge on the southern side was missing, the break was fresh and angular. The base of 

the slab was angular for half its length and it had been correspondingly laid on a sloping 

gravel floor which rose from south to north by about 100mm. The floor of the cist was the 

natural beach gravel. The northerly short end was composed of a single block  of similar 

schist  but with rounded edges, it measured 0.55m by 0.25m deep and 0.15m thick. Both 

sides were resting on the natural gravel, but the end stone lay on the higher side of the sloping 

interior, however, it was still not as high as the side slab and therefore must originally have 

had a further stone above it. The position of the missing sides of the cist were indicated by 

the original pit which had been cut to accommodate them, the internal size of the cist would 

have been around 1.1m long by 0.4m wide and presumably >0.6m deep. The fill of the pit 

was gravelly soil with fist size rocks throughout, there was no indication of cap stones or 

other covering stones. Lying near the base of the fill were a few scraps of unburnt bone and 
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also tiny pieces of cremated bone, a single small tooth crown was also found. A few 

fragments of charcoal were also recovered but there were no other finds. 

Discussion 

It is likely that the extant side slab was brought to the site before excavation of the pit since it 

fits the basal profile of the grave, complimenting the sloping gravel with the angular half of 

the stone shape. The cist was possibly damaged by the kiln builders and/or probably also by 

ploughing activity, and it is possible that this was one of the original ‘coffin’ finds as reported 

in the OS Name Book. If that theory is correct then the original find spot is where the kiln 

now exists, and the “improvements” to the field was the burning of lime for fertilizer.  

 

Pl 41. Cist No 2 showing damaged side near the lime kiln flue, was this one of the 

‘coffins’ discovered “during agricultural improvements”?  

Baby cist No 2?  Pl 42. [BA 9]  NS 25318 80395 

The remains of a small cist built with rounded slabs in the same manner as Feature No 7 (BA 

3) was located at the edge of and below the north side of Road No 1. The tiny cist could only 

have measured up to 0.5m long by 0.2m wide and 0.3m deep, suggesting it was for an 

extended inhumation of a baby. Two stones survived to form the complete long edge on the 

eastern side, while only one was extant on the other long side, on the southern side a similar 

stone formed the end of the tiny coffin. An earth-fast flat stone was located embedded into 

the gravel near the northern end, which was missing its stone there, what part if any it played 

in the coffin’s construction is uncertain. There were no covering stones at all, and the base of 

the empty grave was the natural beach gravel. Immediately above the grave, the kerb line of 

Road No 1 traversed the prehistoric feature but was unlikely to have affected it, any 

disturbance being more likely caused by ploughing prior to the construction of the road.  

Early Neolithic rim sherd.  Pl 43. 

A single abraded Early Neolithic rim sherd was found on the north side of Concrete Pillar No 

3 in the excavation. It measures 29x28x>14mm thick, the sherd tapers up to a rounded rim, 

one side, assumed to be the exterior because of the burnished surface has hair line surface 
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cracks, the other surface is slightly courser. The internal matrix of the sherd is homogenous 

for the most part and it is dark brown overall., however the sherd core demonstrates the ‘turn 

over’ of the clay while making the rim. The sherd was found at the interface with the plough 

soil and underlying beach gravel.  

 

  
Pl 42. ‘Baby’ cist. Pl 43. Early Neolithic sherd. 

 

THE LIME BURNING KILN Pl’s 40, 44 – 46. Fig 6.  NS 25311 80397 

Lying 1.5m from Cist No 2 were the remains of a lime burning kiln. The feature became 

evident by partially and completely burned limestone, heat reddened schist stones, slag, 

vitrified rock and lumps of coal; obviously the fuel used. Of particular importance were 

chunks of calcined flint found in the kiln deposit, such material is occasionally found in 

arable fieldwalking and although assumed by the writer (for several decades) as the product 

of lime burning and scattering as fertilizer, proof has eluded him, until now. Flint must have 

been burned here as part of flint bearing chalk to create agricultural lime, occasional mussel 

shell was also present, and this may also have been burned for lime.   

Numerous pieces of the ‘mysterious’ freshly struck and unburnt flint were found in the soil 

profile above and beside the kiln deposit, and also stretching towards Road No 2, they mostly 

lay within the old plough soil which underlay the roads. Therefore they give an excellent 

indicator of their time of deposition within the old field soil, as being before the construction 

of the camp roads (Nos 2 & 5). Samples of all described above have been retained.   

Before the discovery of the kiln, the problem of the presence of unburnt flint, recognised at 

the outset as not being prehistoric in origin, was thought to have been solved by the finding of 

a tiny stilt used in potteries, it seemed that flint was being brought over from the Clyde 

Pottery at Greenock and being bashed (clearly not knapped) at the site, nodules and flakes 

amounted to a total weight of nearly 3kg. Upon finding the kiln and the calcined flint in and 

around the it, the realisation that it was part of the lime being burned solved the conundrum, 

however, if further proof were needed it was then discovered that Irish limestone; i.e. Antrim 

flint bearing chalk, was brought in considerable quantities to the Clyde by ship for burning, 

as reported in the New Statistical Account for Scotland. Had the kiln not been found a serious 

misrepresentation of the flint’s presence may have occurred.  
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The kiln had been dug through part of the larger stone feature (F1), therefore postdating it. 

The kiln is presumed to have been a stone built pot kiln measuring c3.7m in diameter at its 

base, its dimension was established by the circular patch of severely scorched gravel within 

which lay a mass of burnt, heat cracked and reddened angular rock, lying in  a matrix of 

similarly burnt and discoloured gravel, the material where excavated also contained lumps of 

calcined flint, occasional pieces of vitrified rock and burnt limestone, it was a maximum 

depth of 0.7m in the centre, where a sondage was cut through it and measuring 1.2m long by 

0.8m wide. The surrounding natural ‘old’ beach gravel was unmistakably unburnt 

demonstrating the exact area of the kiln. The kiln was shown never to have a formal floor 

surface laid in it, rather the floor was the natural beach gravel, which was there severely 

reddened by being burnt, the floor sloped downwards from the edges and this is assumed to 

have been the result of drawing out the lime plus some of the unconsolidated gravel with it. 

The kiln was built with four opposing draw flues, although they were slightly out of 

alignment, they were  almost exactly N/S and E/W. Each flue survived to varying extents and 

within them were the presumed remains of the final burning, being a mixture of coal, burnt 

lime and scorched gravel and small rocks. The flues were made for the most part with 

boulders of varying size, laid directly onto the beach gravel to form the channels which were 

uniformly 0.3m wide by 0.15m deep, they were likely to have been originally 1.6m long from 

the internal face of the kiln. They are described here from the north, having  been numbered 

for convenience in clockwise direction from that point; 

No 1, is the most complete flue, facing directly north and running slightly uphill away from 

the kiln, as the natural beach gravel does over the site. Adjacent its lower western side the 

internal facing stones of the kiln survived at basal level, they, along with the flue stones were 

severely heat cracked and reddened from their natural grey colour as schist stone. The 

channel was filled with fragments of coal and lime and burnt soil/gravel as indeed were all 

the flues. At the external end a slight pit had been dug through the inexplicable stone setting 

(F1), the pit measured about 1.4m in diameter. It was filled completely with a mixture of 

angular heat shattered rocks, some of which had vitrified surfaces and lying within a matrix 

of burnt lime and coal, some of the lime was totally calcined, also in the mix which was 

c0.3m deep were lumps of calcined flint and occasional sea-shells. The burnt flint is the 

principal evidence that Irish chalk was being used at the site and that the scatter of hitherto 

inexplicable unburnt flint was associated with the lime burning.  

Fortunately, unburnt parts of a neck and base of a free blown circa AD1800 straight sided 

wine/beer bottle was found beside and inside the flue. The sherds could only have been 

deposited after the demise of the kiln and its use, possibly immediately after that time. The 

glass gives an excellent ante quem date for the kiln. 

 No 2, ran out directly eastwards and was fairly level, one half of the flue terminated with the 

internal face of the kiln similar to No 1, both sides of the flue were incomplete and at its 

extremity was a concrete foundation for a WWI hut pillar. The ground around the pillar and 

at the end of the flue was entirely unburnt gravel. 

No 3, ran out to the south and was fairly level, it was well preserved on each side but 

unfortunately the kiln wall stones did not survive here. The coal, ash and lime did not extend 
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beyond the limit of the flue stones nor was there any indication of scorching the beach gravel 

there on the external end of the flue. 

No 4, ran to the west, and also uphill away from the kiln, only part of one side of the channel 

survived, the stones were entirely unburnt, and it lay below the kerbing of WWI Road No 5 

and was not pursued further. However, the channel primarily contained much crushed coal, 

but this had been removed on the north side along with the flue stones, its termination with 

the kiln was shown by the circular arrangement of burnt gravel and no kiln facing stones 

remained. 

 

 

Pl 44. Flue No 1 with end pit containing burnt lime, stone and flint, the bottle sherds 

were found in the flue. Note the unburnt flint flakes (2of). 

  
Pl 45. Antrim flint found on the site. Pl 46. Bottle, c1800 found in the kiln flue No 1. 

 

Discussion 

It is assumed from the evidence that the kiln was a fairly standard ‘pot kiln’, built with local 

stones and probably as random rubble, however although its ground plan is shown, the height 

and other details such as the shapes of the draw holes is lost. Nevertheless the organisation of 
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the industry here is understood with the provision of four draw flues arranged to take 

advantage of pulling out the produce from the entire kiln, and also perhaps allowing for 

varying wind directions to give draft to the kiln. 

Only the NE flue had a quantity of assumed produce been gathered and abandoned in a pit, 

the two southerly flues certainly did not have any indication of such a feature and the flue to 

the NW was not explored beneath the military road there. 

It is reported in The New Statistical Accounts of Scotland for Rosneath Parish by Rev Robert 

Story (1839) that “ Lime can at all times be procured from the north of Ireland in abundance, 

and at less expense than the farmers could procure it in their own lands”. He also reports on 

the cheapness and availability of coal from Glasgow at 6d per hundredweight. In 1811, being 

nearer the time of the kiln, it is reported in “General View of the Agriculture in the County of 

Dumbarton” (Whyte & Macfarlan, 1811) that “large quantities [of lime] are brought from 

Arran and the north of Ireland”. It seems reasonable to conclude that the flint bearing Ulster 

White Limestone was being used at Portkil lime kiln and was probably operated by Rosneath 

Estate which was then owned by the Dukes of Argyll. 

How long the operation was running for is unknown, but the kiln was certainly heavily used 

judging by the vitrification of the stones and the underlying burnt gravels. The kiln, of which 

nothing was known prior to this work, was discovered fortuitously in the search for the “stone 

coffins” discovered about 1815 and later reported in the OS Name Book. The writer now 

speculates that the kiln construction may be the site of those “coffins”, given the proximity to 

the three cists now discovered beside it and it may be that Cist No 2 was actually one of the 

“rude stone coffins” discovered, and possibly disturbed, while “improving the field”. 

Samples of the various materials from the kiln have been retained for possibly expert 

analyses.  

 

 

 

FINDS from the project. 

Rim sherd from a Neolithic Pot, random find. 

Cinerary urn as described above, in Cremation No 1. 

Faience bead as described above, in Pit No 1.  

Haematite fragment as described above, in Pit No 1. 

Pottery sherds as described above, in Cremation No 2. 

Flint as described above in Cremation No 2. 

Bronze object as described above in Cremation No 2. 

Flint tool and debitage, found between the kiln and  Road No 2. 

Food vessel as described above, in Cremation No 3. 



 

35 
 

Beaker sherd as described above, in Cremation No 3.  

Other finds from the site 

Pottery kiln stilt, random find in area of flint scatter. 

Flint scraper. 

Samples from the lime kiln. 

Samples from various Bronze Age features as described above. 

A steep sided flint scraper was found out of context but below part of Road No 5. The sub 

rectangular white and mottled grey scraper measures 30mm by 30mm and >15mm thick. It 

has been crudely modified around three quarters of its edge by usage. The piece is possibly 

Antrim flint (but not believed to be associated with the kiln).     

The only other finds located in the excavations were a sparse collection of small sherds of 

19
th

/20
th

 century pottery and glass, nearly all being in the upper levels of the trenches or on 

the surfaces of roads. Given the total area opened up, in excess of 550 square metres, this is 

rather surprising, most especially because not a single item of militaria was found. One may 

have expected to find the odd tunic button, buckle or badge and perhaps clay pipe stems and 

bowls from tobacco pipes. This total absence of associated finds on an army camp site is 

extraordinary to say the least, the implication, taken with other evidence, is that the army 

camp was never completed nor occupied. It is likely that the few small finds of crockery and 

glass were part of midden material spread over the former field prior to the camp 

construction. Equally puzzling is the absence of objects which may be associated with the 

camp builders, understood to have been private contractors, however, none of that has any 

bearing on the pre-historic aspect of the Project. 

However, a polished stone axe was found nearby at Portkil and a Mid-Bronze Age palstave 

also from “Portkil” is preserved in Inverary Castle [see App I], and occasional flint tools have 

been found by fieldwalking in nearby ploughed fields (Kelly 2017).  

 

DISCUSSION/CONCLUSION 

The report on the WW I aspect of this site is given separately [Ward 2019]. This paper deals 

only with the pre-historic character of the area excepting where it is necessary to allude to 

roads and the lime kiln for contextual information. Suffice to say that the military roads were 

unlikely to have caused damage to the various prehistoric features where the roads 

superficially covered the graves and pits. Therefore it is possible that other early features may 

underly the roads at various locations on the site. The kiln however may have disturbed 

earlier features cut into the beach gravel, and indeed, it is now considered possible that the 

kiln was actually the find spot of the original coffins. 

Whilst the location and age of the original reported ‘coffins’ remains unknown, it may be fair 

to consider that they are likely to have been Bronze Age in date given the new discoveries of 

that age made in the same general location, but that is speculative.  
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Notwithstanding that, the new discoveries within the camp area indicate a ritual centre of 

burial during the Bronze Age on Rosneath Peninsula. Taken with the assumed ages of the 

nearby field ‘urn’ and cropmark site [yet to be investigated], and the recent discoveries at 

Portkil Cave and Millbrae [Ward 2016
1
; Ward & McIntyre 2016

2
], also in relative proximity, 

and the casual discovery of a bronze palstave [Kept at Inverary Castle], then knowledge of 

the Bronze Age in this part of Argyll is fast expanding. 

While beaker sherds were discovered in Portkil Cave, no actual evidence of burial was found 

in the limited excavation there. The sites now recorded at Portkil add significantly to the 

corpus of pre-historic knowledge of the area, and in particular with reference to Bronze Age 

burial practices. 

The burials at Portkil are judged on the overall evidence to be Bronze Age in date, certainly 

those containing the two pots and other sherds are of that period. It would be possible to C
14

 

date the four cremations and the charcoal deposit lying in the base of Cist No 1, such work 

will be considered after the entire project is completed and the results of specialist’s reports 

are available.  

At this stage it is believed that the prehistoric cemetery has been used for both inhumation 

and cremation burials, and it is likely that they cover both adult and juvenile/baby persons, 

the sexes and other information on those cremated may yet be determined. The time span 

covered by the burials; all of different characters is unknown but future dating may place 

some of them in a chronological context. The differences in the burial’s shapes and sizes to 

some extent indicates the ages of the deceased, e.g. the two tiny cists, although empty, must 

surely be for babies, while the larger cists and burial pits may have contained adults or at 

least more mature people. The analyses of the remains in the cremation urn and the others 

will undoubtedly reveal much about the persons concerned. It is also possible that both 

cremation and inhumation were practiced in the burial pits of Cremations No’s 2 and 3. 

The discovery of the burials and the lime kiln now add significantly to the archaeological 

significance of the local and wider area, and the prehistoric aspects of the site allow for a new 

appraisal of Bronze Age funerary practices in both Argyll and Scotland.  

Additionally, the discovery of an Early Neolithic sherd on the site and the discovery of a 

polished stone axe indicate the presence of the first farmers in Scotland and hold the promise 

of further discoveries of that period. 

The final report will hopefully include work done on other supposed Bronze Age locations 

nearby and include specialists and dating work on the assemblages, which will be subject to 

the Treasure Trove Law of Scotland.  

The site has been fully restored and re-grassed, cairns mark the locations of each Bronze Age 

feature and a circle of stones indicates the position of the lime burning kiln (Pl 47), NCAS 

hope that a permanent display panel may be installed at or near the site to allow visitors to 

appreciate and understand the place. 
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Pl 47. The graves are marked with cairns, the kiln as a circle, the various features lie 

extant as found below the markers, backfilled with sand and include 2019 date markers. 
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Appendix I 

Other finds from the area. 

The bronze palstave dates to the Mid Bronze Age and is currently on display in Inverary 

Castle. 

The polished stone axe was donated to the National Museums in 1904 by Mr John Bruce 

[NMS Acc No AF 558], a local antiquarian. It has been identified as a Group VI axe from the 

Langdale Pike area of Cumbria, where the majority of stones axes in southern Scotland 

appear to have been derived. It was found just uphill from the ‘coffins’ site at NS 250 807. 
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