
 

 

Report for the web 
NCAS Trip to Upper Clydesdale June 21 2015 (midsummers day) 
Leader: Tam Ward  

 
We set off bright and early, having gathered together at the swimming pool car park. 
Our rendezvous was Abington Services where we were met by a few other folk so there 
were 16 of us in all.  

 
Despite it being mid summers day  it was cold and showery and we all needed our 
fleeces and raincoats However the inclemency of the weather did not dampen our 
enthusiasm.  

 
Our first stopping place was very close to Abington Services in a layby on the A702. 
Many of us have travelled on this road but none of us had realised that there was a motte 
and bailey castle tucked away between the road and the river Clyde. Nothing is known 
about the castles history except that the bailey dates to the 12C.  

 
On the other side of the Clyde we could see an impressive enclosure with massive banks 
but no defensive ditches – a mystery! It has round house positions and later field systems 
within it but it is thought to be a much earlier ritual enclosure.  

 
Our next stop took us to Crawford Castle, once a Royal castle it was attacked by William 
Wallace when it was garrisoned by the English. The buildings seen today are mainly 16C 
– 17C and are in a state of disrepair and neglect. By the castle and partially under farm 
buildings is Crawford Roman Fort, the smallest fort in the Roman Empire which would have 
only accommodated half a cohort (about 240 soldiers) of mixed cavalry and infantry 
auxiliaries around 80AD.   
 

 
 
The Clyde Valley, all the way to Old Kilpatrick has a great array of Roman frontier 
features and Scotland has the best Roman frontier archaeology.  
 



 

 

We moved on via a single track road to view a series of Unenclosed Platform Settlements 
(UPS), some of which had been excavated when the M74 was built in 1990. Originally it 
was thought that these were Iron Age but when further work was done it became clear 
that they are sites of Bronze Age houses built in a unique fashion in lines along a hill side 
and found in their greatest numbers in the Clyde/Tweed Valleys.  Tam told us a lot 
about the many busy activities in the valley at that time and although some of us 
expressed surprise that the dwellings were half way up a hill, about ¼ of a mile away 
from the river valley bottom (and hence fresh water) it was pointed out that dwellings  
were built away from potential flooding and that it was not considered too far to walk 
for water. (Some modern planners should probably learn a lesson from our Bronze age 
ancestors regarding building houses on flood plains!)  

 
After a picnic lunch (in our cars as there was a very heavy shower!) we opted to go to 
Daer Valley and the massive reservoir there. We were in awe of the size of the reservoir 
and were told about new evidence of the early inhabitants in the Mesolithic period and 
the Early Neolithic and Bronze age.   We were taken to the site of a large “burnt 
mound”  and talked about the reasons these where created.  

 

 
 
 
On our way to the next ancient site we stopped to look at the 19C burial site of 39 Irish 
Navvies. There was a sad tale to relate in that they had come over to Scotland to help 
build the Caledonian Railway. On the way they stopped over in Glasgow where they 
contracted Typhus. Sadly they died of the disease and because there were too many of 
them to fit into the local cemetery a special area next to the road and Clyde river was 
consecrated for them by the Episcopal Bishop  of Glasgow, where they were laid to rest. 
At the same spot we were also shown the site of the Thomas Telford Road which 
pre-dated the A74. The M74 has now taken on the vast majority of the traffic. However 
it was a poignant moment when we reflected on the modes of transport over the years; 
from the use of the River Clyde and its valley when the earliest settlers traversed across 
this part of the country, on to the horse drawn travellers on Thomas Telfords road, the new 



 

 

Caladonian Railway which brought an end to the Royal Mail Coaches, on again to the 
dual carriage way of the A74 and a solidly sandstone built bridge over the Clyde that 
replaced the arched stone bridge built by Thomas Telford and finally on to the 6 
carriageways plus hard shoulder of the M 74 with large waggons thundering down the 
lanes at high speed.   
 
On again and we arrived at a well preserved Class II Henge site. Class II means two 
opposing entrances. We learnt that Henges pre-date stone circles. We could clearly see 
the ditches, banks  and interiorwhere the timber posts would have been. The single track 
road we travelled on cut through the henge which was a shame but that did not detract 
from our enjoyment of being on such an ancient site. Henges date to the Early and Late 
Neolithic c6000 -4500 years ago and they gave way to stone circles in the Bronze Age 
c4500 -2500 years ago.  

 
On our way back to Abington Services for a quick break, we stopped briefly at the site 
of the 16C bastle house and fermtoun of Glenochar, just off the A702. Biggar 
Archaeological Group had done a lot of work on this site and had developed a footpath 
over the area describing the houses and activities that had taken place there. Many of us 
vowed that we would come back another day to take a walk on this historic path.  

 
After a quick comfort break we headed off for our final destination which was a Bronze 
Age stone circle (in reality a nearly perfect elliptical shape) which the Biggar 
Archaeological Group had discovered on December 31st 1989, just before work started 
on the M74. A very understated site (now a Scheduled Ancient Monument)  which 
required a 10 minute walk through a field of young heifers but once we arrived on the 
site it seemed most appropriate that we did so on mid summers day. Twenty years of 
work on the site has shown that many of the stones are in alignment with the rising and 
setting sun during the solstice and equinox. 
 

 
 



 

 

The stones from the circle would have been brought over from a nearby igneous dyke 
and although large and heavy would not have been too difficult for a few men to move. 
We were amazed though by the preciseness of where the stones were laid in relation to 
the sunrise and sunset positions and wondered if the project had not quite been 
completed but abandoned by the early settlers for some unknown reason. We were also 
thankful that the M74 was sited about ¼ of a mile away as had it been built over the 
circle it would have been lost for ever.   

 
Appropriately, on this longest day of the year, this was our final site and we headed off 
home pleased that we had been shown many places that we may have viewed from our 
cars whilst travelling along the M74 or where we had played as children, but we had 
never known the significance of the area and the rich history that is hidden in the ground.  

 
Many thanks are offered to Tam Ward for the font of knowledge that he shared with us, 
for the detailed notes that accompanied the trip and for the stories that he related to us 
which made the trip especially interesting. Thanks are also offered to the Biggar 
Archaeological Group and much more information can been found on their web site on 
www.biggararchaeology.org.uk  

 
Anne Evans 
June 2015 
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