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Abstract 

During June 2013 Perth & Kinross Heritage Trust and Northlight Heritage undertook the second field season 

of the Glenshee Archaeology Project which continued researching the prehistoric and early medieval 

archaeology of Glenshee for the benefit of both residents and visitors to the area. 

The 2013 season focused on the excavation of two trenches both being ƻǾŜǊ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ΨtƛǘŎŀǊƳƛŎƪΩ 

type buildings at Lair, one having been initially examined in 2012.  The buildings consisted of two south-east 

to north-west orientated rectangular structures that were defined by turf banks previously identified by the 

RCAHMS.  They lay end to end and were next to a prehistoric ring cairn.  Further potential archaeology visible 

on the surface to the south-east of the 'Pitcarmick' buildings was also trial trenched, primarily to ascertain if 

they were archaeological in origin. 

One of the main excavation trenches encompassed the north-western half of the smaller south-eastern most 

turf longhouse while the other was located over a section of defining turf bank on the north-eastern side of 

the north-western most turf longhouse.  Underneath the collapsed turf walls of the smaller structure a huge 

concentration of stone was revealed possibly relating to a stone foundation.  At the base of both trenches a 

series of postholes and pits were uncovered which may form part of a timber structure relating to the turf 

longhouses or form part of earlier prehistoric activity visible in the form of the nearby ring cairn and round 

houses.  A series of iron artefacts were recovered from both trenches. 

The smaller trenches, over features to the south-east of the turf longhouses, revealed a series of likely 

clearance cairns, a stone defined circular structure and a possible routeway. 

 

1. Introduction 

 

1.1 

This report outlines the results of the second year of a three year archaeological survey and excavation project 

at Lair, Glenshee, as part of a wider and developing Glenshee Archaeology Project (GAP).  Both the 

archaeological work at Lair and the wider GAP programme seek to address a research agenda relating to upland 

archaeolƻƎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΦ  aƻǊŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ tƛŎǘƛǎƘ ΨtƛǘŎŀǊƳƛŎƪ-ǘȅǇŜΩ ƭƻƴƎƘƻǳǎŜǎ 

found there and how they relate to sites from other periods which are often located nearby. 

 

1.2 

The Lair project was designed to answer questions about the nature and date of two such Pitcarmick-type 

structures along with other potential archaeological features in the surrounding landscape including the 

character, age and extent of any buried archaeological deposits within, beneath and around what was visible on 

the surface.  It was hoped that the results of the excavation ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨtƛǘŎŀǊƳƛŎƪΩ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛŀƭ ǘǊŜƴŎƘƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

potential archaeological features in the surrounding landscape along with analysis of the wider geophysical and 

topographical surveys, would highlight areas to target in order to explore broader patterns of change in the 

upland archaeology of Glenshee. 

 

1.3 

The project was carried out through a community archaeology approach.  This provided learning opportunities 

for participants through involvement in fieldwork, desk-based research and through the dissemination of the 

results.  Active participation in the excavation involved both members of the local community and volunteers 

from further afield.  In addition, bespoke activities were provided for Kirkmichael Primary SŎƘƻƻƭΦ  !ƴ ΨƻǇŜƴΩ 

excavation policy encouraged visits by the public with site tours being provided on demand. 

 

1.4 

The project was envisaged and instigated by Perth and Kinross Heritage Trust and delivered in partnership with 

Northlight Heritage. 
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Project background 

 

1.5 

This project aims to add some much needed depth to the available information on the Pitcarmick-type buildings 

of north-east Perthshire.  While many of these elongated turf and timber houses of the late first millennium 

have been identified in this upland area, initially by the Royal Commission of Ancient & Historical Monuments 

{ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǎǳǊǾŜȅǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфулΩǎ όw/!Ia{ мффлύΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŀǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǇƻƻǊƭȅ 

understood.  In addition to this very few have been excavated to date, the notable exception being the site-type 

itself at Pitcarmick (Barrett & Downes 1993 & 1994, Carver et al. 2013).  These turf and timber structures are 

particularly important given, with the exception of Viking settlement in the Outer Isles, early medieval buildings 

are rarely found elsewhere in Scotland. 

 

1.6 

Like Pitcarmick itself, the site at Lair (Figure 3) comprises a relatively dispersed settlement of long houses on the 

site of an earlier, probable late Bronze Age or Iron Age, settlement of round houses.  At Lair these are located 

around a ring-cairn of likely early Bronze Age date.  The results of the pilot season in 2012, which focused on 

one of the long houses, suggested early medieval activity had occurred at the site (Strachan & Sneddon 2012).  

The second season, reported here, aimed to build on these results by investigating the long house adjacent to 

that excavated in 2012 while continuing work on the 2012 long house. 

 

1.7 

The project was primarily funded by Perth and Kinross Heritage Trust with support of the Cairngorms National 

Park, the Heritage Lottery Fund, the Gannochy Trust, the Hunter Archaeological and Historical Trust, Friends of 

Perth and Kinross Heritage Trust and Aviva.  Outreach work with Kirkmichael Primary School was carried as part 

of the  project.  In addition many parts of the local community contributed significantly to the success of the 

project.  These included landowner David Houston, Eco-camp Glenshee, Mount Blair Community Council, The 

Glenshee Pottery, the Clan MacThomas Society, Blairgowrie Area Roads Office and Perth and Kinross Council. 

 

2. Location, Geology and Topography 

 

2.1 

The site of Lair is located in Glenshee, Perth and Kinross (NGR: NO 1394 6378) and is situated on heather and 

grass covered terraces of a south facing slope (Figure 1-3).  The elevated position, at a height of between c. 360 

m and 380 m AOD, affords good views with the Shee Water running c. 600 m to the east.  The site lies within 

the eastern limit of Forest of Clunie SSSI and just within the southern boundary of Cairngorms National Park. 

 

2.2 

The underlying bedrock at Lair consists of Mount Blair Psammite and Semipelite Formation (Metamorphic) 

while the superficial deposits consist of glacio-fluvial gravels, sands and silts (British Geological Survey 1:50000 

digital data). 

 

3. Archaeological and Historical Context 

 

3.1 

Lair and the wider landscape of Glenshee as a whole has an excellent range of well preserved upland 

archaeological sites examples of which can be found more widely across much of north-east Perthshire (Smith 

1895; RCAHMS 1990). 
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Figure 1: Site Location 

 
3.2 

The site at Lair comprises a complex of upstanding archaeological remains (Figure 2, Appendix 1 - Table 7).  

These include a series of prehistoric sites comprising a ring-cairn (HER no: MPK4457, see Table 7 for NMRS 

bƻΩǎ), a kerb-cairn (HER no: MPK4452), hut-circles (HER no: MPK4455, MPK4469 & MPK4461) and a burnt 

mound (HER no: MPK4470). 

 
3.3 

A series of Pitcarmick-type structures, likely dating to the first millennium AD, have also been noted in the area 

(Figure 2).  These are all located at Lair and include the main structures noted on Figure 3 (HER no: MPK4456 & 

MPK4384) along with another two positioned to the north-west (HER no: MPK4460) and south-east (HER no: 

MPK4442) of this. 
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3.4 

The landscape also holds remains from later farming periods (Figure 2) which primarily comprise of a series of 

Farmsteads (HER no: MPK4435, MPK4445, MPK4440, MPK4454, MPK9114 & MPK4459) and individual buildings 

along with related enclosures of varying size (HER no: MPK4451, MPK4448-MPK4450, MPK4444, MPK4399 & 

MPK4443).  Two areas containing shieling huts have been previously recorded (HER no: MPK4392 & MPK4400) 

along with a mill (HER no: MPK4410). 

 

3.5 

Other cultural records in the area relate to the Caulfields Military Road which runs up Glenshee (HER no: 

MPK5959) and a series of memorial stones (HER no: MPK15070, MPK16161 & MPK4489). 

 
Figure 2: Location of archaeological sites at Lair and the surrounding landscape (P&KHT HER extract) 

 
3.6 

These remains clearly date to a number of different periods and exhibit the diverse range of archaeological sites 

present in this upland landscape. 

 
3.7 
The pilot season in 2012 (Strachan & Sneddon 2012) focused on the excavation of three trenches relating to 

one of the ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ΨtƛǘŎŀǊƳƛŎƪΩ ǘȅǇŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎs at Lair.  The building was the most north-westerly of 

two similar south-east to north-west orientated rectangular structures defined by turf banks which lay end to 

end and were next to, and aligned with, a prehistoric ring cairn (Figure 3). 
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3.8 

The excavation trenches were located at either end of the building.  The north western most trench revealed 

the remains of collapsed turf banks that would have formed the rounded end of the building.  This end of the 

building, constructed on a slight slope, contained no sign of stone footings for the turf wall although the 

frequent stone mixed in with the slumped turf material may indicate a former footing that has been 

incorporated into the bank material as it decomposed and worked its way down slope.  The south eastern 

trench revealed similar collapsed turf walls with no evidence for stone footings, although areas of well 

preserved turf banking were noted.  A probable entrance was located along with a pit inside the south eastern 

end of the structure.  A roughly east to west running linear depression containing evidence of in-situ burning at 

its base was located running beneath the east of the structure and appeared to immediately predate the 

construction of the turf walls of the main structure. 
 

3.9 

Significant finds from the 2012 season included a flint arrowhead and a series of iron artefacts, including two 

knives and two buckles.  Initial radiocarbon dates obtained from the excavation indicated the building was in 

use between the seventh and ninth centuries AD. 

 

 

4. Summary Objectives 

 

 The general aims of 2013 season were: 

 

¶ To improve our understanding of the Pitcarmick-type structures at Lair; 

 

¶ To provide opportunities for the participation and learning amongst the community and; 

 

¶ To contribute to a wider awareness and understanding of the value of the archaeology and heritage of 

Glenshee. 

 

The specific objectives of this season of the project were: 

 

¶ To create a detailed survey plan of the archaeological remains at Lair; 

 

¶ To assess the archaeological potential of possible remains visible on the surface located to the south-east 

of the main site at Lair; 

 

¶ To clarify the sequence and manner of construction of the Pitcarmick-type buildings; 

 

¶ To recover palaeo-environmental and artefactual evidence that could be used to date the construction and 

use of the structures and to clarify how the spaces relating to the structures (internal and external) may 

have functioned; 

 

¶ To engage local schools and members of the Glenshee and wider community in the process of discovery 

and communicate the results of the work to them. 
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5. Methodology 

 

Survey 

 

5.1 

A topographic survey of archaeological sites visible on the ground surface at Lair was undertaken (Figure 3).  

This expanded the initial survey undertaken in 2012 by surveying the area to the south-east of that covered in 

the previous year.  A sub-cm Differential Global Positioning System with GNSS-RTK Network (Leica GS08) was 

employed with the results being processed with CAD and ArcGIS. 

 

Excavation  

 

5.2 

The excavation comprised of nine trenches (Trenches 4-12).  Trench 9 was opened over the north-western half 

of the turf longhouse located adjacent to the ring cairn (Figure 3) while Trench 10 was opened over part of the 

north-eastern turf bank defining the north-western most long house, previously investigated in 2012 (Figure 3).  

The remainder of the trenches formed two groups and were opened to investigate the nature of other potential 

archaeological features visible on the ground surface and geophysical survey (undertaken by Peter Morris) in 

the area to the south-east of the long houses, round houses and cairn.  Trenches 4 to 8 were opened over 

potential archaeological features present within and on the edge of a distinct natural basin, which resulted in a 

relatively sheltered level area, while Trenches 11 and 12 were opened over two distinct humps located on the 

south-eastern facing slope between the long houses and Trenches 4 to 8 (Figure 3). 

 

5.3 

All archaeological features encountered within the excavation trenches were photographed, sampled and 

recorded in accordance with guidelines for best archaeological practice as set out by the Institute for 

Archaeologists (IFA).  The written record of all archaeological features, deposits and finds was by means of 

conventional pro forma sheets.  Scaled hand drawn plans were made at 1:20 and sections at 1:10.  High 

resolution digital images were taken and all features were planned from a site grid which was established with a 

sub-cm Differential Global Positioning System (see 5.1).  Elevated aerial photographs were taken of the site 

during excavation from a kite and Small Unmanned Aircraft (SUA - see section 5.4). 

 

Aerial Photography 

 

5.4 

Low level air photographs were captured by Eddie Martin Photography, of both the excavation and nearby sites, 

using a Small Unmanned Aircraft (SUA) carrying an Olympus Pen E-PL2 with visual feedback from the camera to 

allow accurate photography.  A series of overlapping vertical images from slightly different positions were 

captured and processed in AgiSoft Photoscan Professional to remove optical distortions and produce a rectified 

3D point cloud and textured mesh, from which a fully rectified 2D orthophoto was generated.  The key rectified 

images, with associated MPK No. and NGR, are detailed in Table 7, Appendix 1. 

 

6. Results 

 
6.1 

Nine trenches were excavated over the course of the 2013 field season (see section 5.2).  Trenches 4 to 8, 11 

and 12 were opened to evaluate a series of potential archaeological features to the south-east of the turf 

longhouses while Trenches 9 and 10 were opened to further investigate the turf longhouses initially 
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investigated in 2012.  Trenches 11 and 12 were primarily opened to allow local school parties to become 

involved in the excavation at Lair and to confirm if the features were archaeological in origin or not.  

 

6.2 

A total of 10 small finds were recovered during the excavation which included iron objects (7 - see appendix 4), 

slag (1), wood (1) and stone (1) although the latter is likely to be natural in origin.  A further 6 general finds 

(some representing multiple objects) were recovered from specific contexts.  These included burnt bone 

fragments (2), stone (3) and iron (1).  A total of 37 bulk environmental samples were also taken from specific 

contexts.  269 digital photographs were taken during the course of the fieldwork along with a series of aerial 

images taken by Eddie Martin Photography.  Summary concordance lists are provided in Appendix 1 while full 

details of individual contexts are contained in the site archive.  In the following paragraphs numbers in brackets 

indicate unique context numbers issued in the field. 

 

Trench 4 

 

6.3 

Trench 4 measured 4 m by 5 m and was orientated north-west to south-east (Figure 3).  It was opened over a 

circular feature defined by faint grass and heather covered banks.  In addition the trench was positioned to 

partially include a distinct mound which was also present within Trench 5 (see section 6.7-6.10). 

 

6.4 

In the north-western half of the trench and beneath 0.1 m to 0.2 m of topsoil lay a clear circular stone structure 

(Plate 1).  It was defined by a series of sub-angular and sub-rounded cobbles and small boulders (043) surviving 

to one course in height and up to two in width.  Occasional small boulders and cobbles lay on the inside edge.  

The structure was not fully excavated but it appeared to be approximately 6 m in diameter. 

 

 

 
Plate 1: Trench 4 showing partially revealed circular stone structure and cairn 

 

 

 


