EXCAVATIONS ON GARBH EILEAN AT SITE RI 41B (Annat)
Part 2
Stone slab worktop (54)(Pls. 16/21)
The side stones were set in grey greasy clay similar to that found at the base of the peat beds, however
no clay was found under the slab worktop. The edges of the box sides stood only 0.02 to 0.03m higher
than the internal worktop stone. The worktop itself was a single slab of basalt, but it had at some time
in the past cracked in half. Filling the very shallow space between the top edge of the surrounding
vertically set side stones and the top surface of the cap stone was a deposit of blackened clay with
abundant charcoal flecks mixed with a mass of burnt bird bones (64). This deposit appears to be mixed
with the general spread out from the central hearth across the top, but the bird bone is concentrated and
mainly exists on the eastern half of the top and may represent the residue of a single feast, which has
been dumped and spread onto the slab and the south-west corner of the central hearth.

Plate 21. Worktop slab (54) sectioned at natural breakage of the stone slab.
The southern half of the top stone was lifted out and it was found not to cap a pit but, at 0.14m thick, to
virtually fill the space between the side edge stones. Below the slab were deposits of blackened clayey
ash also with abundant cremated bird and fish bone, which were taken en bloc as a sample. Some stone
rubble with large voids was included in this clay deposit. These were presumably formed from a
combination ground water percolating down into the rubble of the platform below, and rat penetration,
which was common at this depth - an 18/19th century clay pipe bowl fragment was found in ash deposit
(65) of hearth (62). The presence of the cremated bone under the slab may have been due to rat activity,
but a possible deliberate placement (?ritual) of the material sealed beneath the stone is also a possibility
since the assemblage appears to be very selective. Another possibility is that it relates to activities on
the platform before the house was constructed since at the base of the box several fragments of pottery
were found that were tightly jammed under the side stones, indicating that the worktop was not
installed immediately at the beginning of this phase.
Special Finds
From context 68: SF 685 Baked clay object
From context 78: SF 471 Flint

Fig 6. SF 685.
Comments
Whether the house was used as a permanent or as only a seasonal residence is a question which can
best be answered after further excavations on the platform. The apparent lack of significant ash
deposits on the central hearth tends to indicate either seasonal use, that the hearths were regularly
cleaned out or that the settlement was short lived. The apparent continuity of use during the rest of the
Iron Age from this period onwards tends to eliminate that last alternative.
Although the floor area appears to be relatively small it must be taken into account that the Iron Age
house appears to be slightly larger than the medieval one, which restricts our view to some extent.
There also appears to be a considerable number of features occupying the floor space giving the
impression that it is very cramped, however access space around the central hearth is maintained with
enough room for a number of people to comfortably fit around it. The apparent limitation of size in the
overall structure of the roundhouse may have been forced upon the builders due to the lack of suitable
roofing timbers and the irregular nature of the stone available for building.
The so-called worktop appears to be a common feature of hearths in the excavations on the Shiants
with similar flat stones associated with the Iron Age hearth at site HI 15 on Eilean an Tighe (Foster et al
forthcoming) and at the Sollas wheelhouse, North Uist (Campbell 1991) for example. This tradition is
preserved into the Early Medieval Pictish period with similar hearth associated slabs in the primary
house construction of that date at Annat (see Period 3 Phase 1 below). Association with the central
hearth suggests that its use during food preparation is one of its main functions, but it may have been
multi-functional with a number of other craft and work uses.

The Late Iron Age - Phase 2. The presumed roundhouse (Fig. 7)
After a period of time the central hearth (75) of Phase 1 is refurbished, perhaps because the stone edges
have either disintegrated from the heat or the remnants of their structure is buried beneath accumulating
ash. A new set of edging stones (62) is set into the slight mound of the earlier hearth and a blackened
greasy clay floor accumulation (57), which also contains deposits of red/orange peat fire ash, builds up
within the general house area around the hearth. The new hearth is made with a square box
arrangement of vertically set, blocky stone slabs slightly to the east of the earlier hearth.

Fig 7. Period 2 Phase 2. The late Iron Age Roundhouse.

Plate. 22. The Phase 2 late Iron Age at the accumulated floor surface (57) around central hearth (62).
In and around the hearth a mound of ash (65)(Pl. 23) accumulates and by the end of the phase some of
this deposit in a blackened form, with crushed burnt bird bone fragments (66) has spread over onto the
worktop.

Plate 23. Central hearth (62) with sectioned ash deposits (65) and (66).
During the accumulation of the occupation floor deposit (57) a small unstructured hearth (74) was
operated close to the still visible stone paving (84). This hearth also appears to have been used only for
a short period of time because it is enclosed entirely within the accumulating floor clay (57).
We now begin to encounter a series of problematical coincidences concerning the stratigraphical and
chronological integrity of features and the site in general. Pit (72) of the earlier phase is apparently
perpetuated as the larger circular, but shallower pit (81), which in turn is seen later in the early
medieval period as Pit (49) and this pit underlies the final early medieval phase room division
stonework (31).
Pit 81 may have taken a post, with packing stones reinforcing its eastern side. To the north of this
possible post setting is another (83). Another pit with abundant stone packing (39) is located at the
southern edge of the site, but this is certainly just the base stones of a later pit pressured down into the
soft clay deposit of 57 and is not shown in the plan. In the northern half the bottoms of medieval pits
(37) and (82/44) are still visible, cut into the bed platform.
On the east side of the site running from north of the hearth is a long, vertically set, stone slab pointing
to the east where its alignment is carried on by small stones and then a mass of impressed pebbles to
the eastern side of the house wall. There is a slight angle of this alignment to the north, which is
matched by the attitude of the hearth box (62) and the paving (84). This arrangement continues that of
the earlier alignments and presumably continues to indicate the location of the house entrance. The
general level of the site still slopes up to the north against wall (59).
Comment
This is possibly the most difficult horizon encountered on the site. Although it is supposedly separated
from the next period by several hundreds of years there is no contextual indication of this passage of
time and the surface of this phase is the interface between the two periods. Therefore to some extent it
is natural that many contextual difficulties will appear along with questions concerning structural
continuity.
The evidence points to some form of structural room divisions around the central hearth. This is a
typical late Iron Age feature of domestic house architecture best illustrated by the piers that form the
room divisions in wheelhouses. This Iron Age feature appears to reflect a similar, if not identical
situation, within the roundhouse of the early medieval period despite being separated from each other

by at least one, if not two, phases of later Iron Age occupation and a presumed period of abandonment.
The early medieval hearth is centrally positioned in the round house as is that of the Iron Age, but this
can be regarded as a natural, almost reflexive, thing to do in a roundhouse, although in the 18th century
shieling period the hearth is commonly set against the wall on the north-east side of the house.
However the internal radial divisions of the Iron Age are also reflected in the early medieval house and
this may not be considered such an automatic imposition on the floor space, but it is most likely a
tradition behavioural action reflecting the local regional ethnic Iron Age origins of the Pictish peoples
of western Isles.
At this point in the research it is accepted that the early medieval people re-used an already existing
Iron Age roundhouse wall foundation on which to build their roundhouse. The Pictish occupation of
late Iron Age standing structures is well documented although almost all of the data is derived from
monumental buildings, the wheelhouses, duns and brochs. On this point it should be reiterated that on
the Shiants our excavations involving the Iron Age period have been of a limited nature often restricted
by the presence of later buildings associated with disturbances and stone robbing. The resulting picture
of the Iron Age is relatively quite small and has so far not allowed us to determine just what kind of
Iron Age settlements are being found on the Shiants. So far the Annat site appears to show a low status
settlement with a simple roundhouse hut, although more may yet be found. At Site HI 15 on Eilean an
Tighe the merest glimpses of large stone block settings may all that is left of a much more monumental
Iron Age building only preserved in part under late Norse and early modern buildings.
Special Finds
From context: 57 SF 419 Flint chip; SF 420 Flint flake; SF 427 Glass bead; SF 446 Flint chip; SF 449
Ceramic ring; SF 450 Flint; SF 455 Glass bead; SF 456 Stone stud with glass; SF 458 Glass bead; SF
459 Flint; SF 461 Flint; SF 466 Flint;
From context 62: SF 673 Flint; SF 674 Flint.
From context 65: SF 444 Clay pipe bowl frag; SF 448 Flint;

Plate. 24. SF 427 and SF 458 Iron Age glass beads

Fig 8. SF 427 Glass bead Fig 9. SF 458 Glass bead

Plate 25. SF 449 Pot disc with failed perf.

Plate 26 SF 455 Glass bead.

Fig 10. SF 449 Pot disc with failed perf.

Fig 11. SF 455 Glass bead.

Plate 27. SF 456 Fig 12. SF 456
Three glass beads, which cannot have been made on the islands, were all found in context 57. Guido
suggests that the small yellow glass beads found in the region were probably made at Culbin in north
east Scotland (Guido 1978). They can possibly be dated between the third to first century BC (Armit
1991).
General Observations
The ten flint artefacts seem to be an unusually high quantity for a late Iron Age context with relatively
secure stratigraphical integrity. It is also noteworthy that while mudstone flakes are present in the
deposits associated with a possible use of the underlying platform in the late Bronze Age to Early Iron
Age transition period no flints were found. Perhaps more pertinent is the fact that no mudstone artefacts
were found with the flints in the Iron Age contexts.
The overall acidic soil conditions appear to have reduced the recovery of bone to only those which
have been burnt. Finds of un-burnt bone in prehistoric deposits are regarded with suspicion, especially
if accompanied with limpet shell when they are most likely to have been introduced recently by rats.
Wooden posts and stakes have similarly not survived here as they have done in the wetter conditions
found in the Iron Age levels at the HI 15 site, but this may be due more to the alternating dry/wet
conditions that are likely to be active here due to the underlying loosely jumbled stone scree of the
platform combined with the penetration by rat burrows providing an outlet for and excess of water
rather than the acidic conditions.
Rat infestation is in evidence at almost all of the sites excavated and, depending on the context
conditions, has presented contextual problems with a number of intrusive individual finds as well as
with the possible introduction of larger quantities of intrusive material, such in the lower Iron Age
levels at Annat. This problem, as it has been observed so far, is restricted to material that is intrusive,
from upper later deposits into the lower earlier levels of the site.
The find of 18/19th century clay tobacco pipe bowl fragment (SF444) discovered securely stratified
within ash deposit (65) of the central hearth is an example of what is clearly an intrusive object. For
this fragment to be so deep within the core of the site natural percolation by some means cannot be
accepted and the fragment is too large to have been transported by worm or root action especially when
the fact that it could only have been introduced into the site area after the Iron Age deposits had been
covered by all the medieval deposits. The only conclusion which appears plausible is that rat burrowing
is responsible. Identifiable burrowing evidence has been recorded, but it is noticeable that even very
clearly defined collapsed and even open burrows can suddenly disappear from the matrix. This is best
explained by the plasticity of the ever wet peaty clay soils and hearth ash that form the basic matrix of

almost all of the site deposits. A hole penetrated through this material can easily close and become
invisible especially if great weight is applied and that may have been the situation when the
superstructure of the building was dropped into the interior of the roundhouse sometime in the late 18th
/early 19th century.

Period 3 Early Medieval Roundhouse 7-8th Century
Phase 1. Initial construction and occupation
Period 3 is marked by a radical shift in ceramic form and, to a certain extent potting technique, which
suggests a replacement of the local Shiant people with new occupants who have different cultural
background though not necessarily a different regional ethic background. The situation is complicated
by the retention of certain cultural traits or traditions which are reflected in the continued use of the
internal house space in the manner of the preceding late Iron Age. This is further complicated by the
imposition of the early medieval house, which appears to be almost identical in size and shape, to that
of the earlier house. This means that many of the physical features, such as the entrance, the central
hearth, room divisions and other elements, exactly over or almost over one another, may be purely
coincidental rather than an indication of uninterrupted continuity occupants as discussed above.
At present, until some form of accurate dating can be applied to the site, ceramic analysis of the form
and fabric (decoration is absent) remains the best and almost only means of constructing any form of
chronological sequence. The pottery indicates that the platform was occupied in the late Iron Age, but
not whether the final phase represents the “end” of the Iron Age period. For the present it is assumed
that there is a period of unknown length when the site is unoccupied until a new re-occupation of the
platform takes place and that it is a new group of people who take up residence. With the type of wet
pliable peaty ash soil of the Iron Age accumulating house floor it is not possible to detect any form of
sterile soil horizon which indicates a long period of abandonment since any new occupation, especially
during any rebuilding operations, would most likely trample and mix into a blur any such thin organic
soil present.
The siting of a new stone built roundhouse over the exact position of the preceding Iron Age house may
be the result of practical considerations combined with recognising opportunistic potential and not be
purely coincidental. Following the assumption that a new group of people deliberately choose the annat
site because of its more remote situation, but still having a limited access to the sea then it could be
practical considerations of an available level platform, in a sheltered part of the coastline, which
influenced the exact position of the new house or houses. They may not have recognised the low
mounded wall lines of the Iron Age roundhouses, but they were a practical solution to raising newly
built roundhouses above the surrounding damp ground. These former remnants of the Iron Age
settlement offered a ready-made foundation of approximately the required dimensions on which to
found a the new building. Also normal house building procedure would involve some clearance of any
rank vegetation growth and perhaps include the de-turfing of the house area thus reducing any postabandonment deposit or removing it completely.

The dating for a 7/8th century early medieval re-occupation of the site is based upon the assemblage of
Pictish Plain Ware pottery found associated with the construction and occupation of a stone and earthen
walled roundhouse, almost certainly built with a drystone corbelled conical roof, of the type commonly
called a beehive hut or house.

Fig 13. A typical beehive type found in Ireland and the western Isles with stone walling
and corbelled roof (after Kinahan 1869).
This architectural form appears to have a long history in the Western Isles with an example associated
with a Neolithic quartz quarry close to the Callanish complex and a multi cellular example, dated to
either the Late Bronze Age or the Pictish period, dug into the sand dunes of Pabbay (Barra) (Foster and
Pouncet 2000)(Pl. 28). The structure also has an affinity with the stone corbelled roofed monastic cells
at Skellig St Micheal and Illauntanning of Co Kerry, and Inishmurray Co Sligo, High Island, Co.
Galoway, Ireland (Marshal and Rourke 2000), but many of the earlier Iron Age characteristics are
continued.

Plate 28. Pabbay: multi cellular 'earth house' PY56 showing in situ corbel roof stone.
The distinction and nature of Period 3 is based upon assumptions relating to several strands of
information. Firstly the place name that relates to the site is Airighean na h-Annaid. Annaid or Annat
have several meanings, but they all agree that it is an ancient place or antiquity, more precisely a

chapel, church or mother church and are considered to be the possible sites of early Christian Celtic
ecclesiastical establishments. This could mean sites of the St Columban mission to the Islands in the
form of small monastic enclaves.
The possibility of such an early Christian enclave existing on the Shiant took on firmer substance with
the discovery of a 7/8th century cross or pillow stone hidden in the floors of the blackhouse HI 15 on
Eilean an Tighe during the excavations in 2000. Such stones can be found on early Christian Irish sites
(Fisher 2001) for example at Inismurray, Co Sligo, Ireland (Wakeman 1893) for a similar equal armed
cross stone, but here they were traditionally used for ritual cursing.
This was followed by the excavations at the roundhouse RI 41B, which after the removal of the
destruction and early modern sheiling deposits, began to produce Pictish plain ware style pottery of a
date not removed from that of the cross stone. Also it was then realised that the enclosure could be an
example of a wall enclosing monastic establishments common in Ireland and called sometimes, but
wrongly (Fisher per. com.) a cashel.
These threads of evidence are possibly enough to allow some confidence in the claim that this is an
Early Celtic monastic enclave. However it must be clearly stated that the excavations and the intensive
survey of the site have not produced unequivocal evidence to support this claim. The main problem of
verification is that the local rock is not amenable to carving therefore even small crosses and other
carvings or writings may not have been possible with the limited tools at hand. Also the material
culture found in the excavations is extremely basic as one may expect on a small hermetical site.
However the exceptionally large central formal hearth could indicate the use of this hut as a ritual sweat
house.
Period 3 is divided into three phases which are distinguished only by changes in the appearance of the
accumulating floors or in structural detail within the house. At present there do not appear to be any
phased changes within the ceramic assemblage and currently it is not possible to estimate the length of
time involved other than the period probably spans a time within the 7/8th centuries AD.
Phase 1 sees the construction of the stone built roundhouse, apparently on the base foundations of an
earlier Late Iron Age roundhouse (Fig. 14)
Phase 2 and 3 are defined by changes in the hearth construction and structural elements within the
house (Fig. 19).
Phase 3 closes with the mass destruction of a large assemblage of pottery vessels which is associated
with the abandonment of the site and may relate to a Viking assault (Fig. 20).
In this excavation report it is taken that the assumptions made about its nature are correct, however
regardless of whether this is a Christian mission or incoming Pictish settlers a new settlement is
founded on the platform on top of an already existing Late Iron Age site.

Period 3. Phase 1. Construction of an Early Medieval Roundhouse (Fig. 14)
How much of the earlier Iron Age period stone building material was re-used cannot be calculated, but
if any existed in substantial quantities and in usable sizes and shapes it almost certainly would not have
been disregarded. However although it is almost certain that the Iron Age hut had a rubble stone and
earth wall foundation nothing is known about the superstructure. A purely timber construction is
possible, but it is generally considered that timber would have become a scarce commodity and
probably restricted to mainly driftwood and occasional locally imported items. The preserved bottoms
of wooden posts were found in the excavations at HI 15 on Eilean an Tighe, which although they could
not be considered massive structural elements they did indicate that some timber was available,

however there is no evidence that any stands of substantial timber existed in the Shiant Islands. In
general the islands are too exposed to allow significant tree growth and since extreme weather
conditions have most likely always been prevalent the only species ever to have existed are those that
can be found today, such as dwarf willow, and then in only very sheltered locations
The blocks that were used by the early medieval builders do not match the remnants of the supposed
Iron Age wall (59), although the state of this remnant appeared to consist only of rubble suitable for the
wall core and it is assumed that any stone suitable for building purposes if used had been robbed out.
However around the north western side of the medieval house a few larger blocky stones appear to
have been re-used to underpin the wall face The long tabular lintel stones for the corbelled roof, which
were revealed in the excavation of the final dismantling late 18/19th century phase, would have required
special selection and may not have been so easily found on-site unless the Iron Age house had also
been roofed in this manner and this may have depended upon whether an alternative suitable thatching
material such as reed, straw or even heather, was available.

Plate 29. A selection of lintel stones suitable for the construction of a corbelled roof were taken out
of the demolition rubble within the house and left on display at the side or the house, but recently
destroyed by the shepherds to provide packing for sheep enclosure posts.
The Iron Age walling (59) appears to have been constructed in a fairly accurate circle with the hearth as
the central focus, whereas the later medieval house has been constructed with slightly less geometric
regularity, being more oval, with a pronounced flattening of the eastern side where it is perhaps
influenced by the entrance. This slight ovoid shape allows more accurate circle of the Iron Age house to
be exposed at the northern part of its circuit. This clearly shows that the medieval building has not used
the Iron Age house wall remnant as an integral template, but more as a convenient, shaped mound on
which to build and was probably built ‘by eye’, and possibly not a good one.
An extension of the excavations across the south-east corner of the house wall (See Fig. 20 Phase 3
below) showed that an outer face to the wall did not appear to exist. At present it is only possible to
suggest that the wall may only have consisted of an inner face with an earth and stone bank forming the
body and outer face. Alternatively, and more likely, the outer facing stones were robbed out in
relatively recent times for use in the construction of the recent sheep fank. As usual to clarify this
architectural problem further excavation is required.

Fig 14. Period 3 Phase 1. Initial construction of the early medieval roundhouse.
The general accumulating floor deposit (43), of dark brown mixed, organic rich, peat soils, peat ash and
clays covering occasional concentrations of small beach pebbles, slopes up to the north of the room
where it thinly and incompletely covers the Iron Age wall 59. Pebbles at the base of the deposit could
either be an original floor metalling spread early in the occupation of the house, later disorganised by
trampling and removal by adhesion during trampling, or the remnants of the last Iron Age surface or the
only surviving evidence for a period of sterile abandonment. Apart from the pebble/grit at the base
there is little conclusive evidence confirming the existence of some form of original floor preparation.
The construction of the first structured medieval hearth (34) is central to the floor space and directly
over the last Iron Age hearth (62/65). There did not appear to be any evidence for a distinctively sterile
layer between the Iron Age and the medieval hearth ash deposits to indicate a period of disuse. An easy
explanation for the apparent appearance of continuity it is very possible that the Iron Age ash mound
was reduced prior or during the construction of the medieval hearth. An exceptionally large slab of
stone had been bedded vertically into the ground across the north-east corner of the hearth so that it
appears to be part of the hearth edge and perhaps part of the room division of flat laid stones (45).
The medieval kitchen arrangements also include an edged two stone slab worktop (50), which although
in it is placed to the west and south-west of the hearth and not over the position of the Iron Age
example (54), it does lend an uncanny continuity between the two facilities. There is evidence to
suggest that the northern slab was set on top of a thin, bright red and orange coloured deposit of ash
from the central hearth, which was later cleaned from around the hearth area but not from under the
slab. Whereas the other slab had no ash underneath suggesting that this slab was perhaps laid at the
same time as the hearth was constructed and before time had elapsed long enough for ash to have

spread out from it.
The internal ordering of the physical features within the house reflects those of the underlying Iron Age
house and in a few cases they are an exact replication. However cases of coincidental similarity should
not be dismissed since activities within a domestic setting within such a small and restricted living
space must in many instances be very similar for purely practical reasons. Such apparent continuity
could for example also be explained by cultural traditions which cover a wide general ethnic
fellowship, which are not reflected in much more localised traditions such as pottery form and
decoration.
The radial division of the floor space is represented by lines of stones set into the floor at interval
which reflect to some extent the same, north, south, east and west quadrant, pattern found in the
underlying Iron Age house. Divisional setting (45)(Pl. 30) appears in fact to be a direct continuation,
with larger stones, of the same structure found in Phase 2 of the Iron Age house and it would suggest
either that it was revealed and incorporated into the medieval house after cleaning the site down to the
Iron Age living surface in preparation for the new medieval house or that the site was used and
occupied without a significant break separating the two apparently different cultural periods.
A similar stone setting (80) divides the west quadrant from the southern quadrant, but the line of set
stones does not extend completely to the central hearth. This divisional line may be reflected in the
Period 2 Phase 1 Iron Age house by a few dispersed stones which suggest a divisional line from the
inner house wall to the large worktop (54), however their structural integrity is not entirely convincing.
A number of stones (89) set in the southeast corner most likely represent the radial division of the
eastern and the southern quadrants. As a division line they appear to be in some disarray however and
their interpretation as a room division marker may not be accurate. A similar set of stones (90) also
exist in the northwest corner and may serve as the quadrant division line there.
At intervals around the floor space are a number of relatively large features, which are almost
collectively located against or close to the house wall. Each quadrant has at least one such feature.
There is no reason to suspect that the house features are anything other than domestic fittings since
there is no evidence to suggest any ritual aspect is incorporated into the building. There are no human
or animal burials within this house although bone is notoriously fragile in these acidic environments.
Following the sunward direction around the house in tune with the cosmological model the east
quadrant is the first encountered on entering the house. The entrance itself is a gap through the walls,
which are up to a meter or more thick. Although all that survives of the house is the base of its walls
and the internal deposits, the general impression is that the building was well embedded in the
landscape. The outer face of the walls appears to have been extensively banked around the base with
earth, stone and turf although this present appearance may be deceiving and in reality the situation
could quite likely be different. An outer face of stone may have originally existed, but has been robbed
out leaving a residue of earth and stone rubble from the wall core. The western arc of the house wall is
massively built up with material infilling the gap between the house wall and the enclosure wall.
Insulation was naturally, it appears, an important consideration in these latitudes. Consequently the
entrance is a small passage, most likely very low, sloping down into the interior through the wall
thickness. However since the excavations have so far not extended out beyond the entrance it may be
that when the contemporary ground levels are revealed such a slope may not exist.
On entering the house the central hearth is immediately faced. Possibly the room division (45) marking

the north quadrant may have been formally blocked by a partition or alternatively the line of stones set
into the floor may have been adequate to indicate that movement must be to the south on entering. A
small unstructured fireplace (52a) set in front of the central hearth and slightly to the north also would
tend to deflect southwards anyone entering. This hearth, like those found in similar situations in the
Iron Age hut, are most likely to be a functional attempt at keeping the house free of midges.

Plate 30. Division line (45) with stone feature (48) to the north and Hearths (52a+b) to south
Passing into the southern quadrant past the possible division line (90) there is a group of three roughly
rectangular tabular stone slabs (41a) against the wall where (90) would form a corner. The attitude at
which the stones lie does not suggest that they form a post setting. Two lie relatively flat while the third
appears to be set vertically presenting an overall impression that this could be a collapsed free standing
box-like arrangement or, less likely, a stone lined semi-pit. Small blocky stones cluster around, mostly
to the sides, which may be packing or supporting stones to the structure.
Slightly more than a meter further to the west, also against the house wall, is another group of stones
(39)(Pl. 31), which although of a similar overall size and general location against the wall, is of a very
different nature. These stones are up to 0.20cm in size, but are an assortment of both tabular and blocky
forms. They are generally set sloping down into a pit forming a lining or packing and there are further
stones forming a flat bottom to the pit. The location close against the house wall would appear to
eliminate this feature as being a post setting. Therefore an open pit with a stone lining, possibly
augmented with some means of holding liquid, such as a skin, may be the most likely interpretation.

Plate 31. Feature (39).
Between these two features is a small hole (27)(Pl. 32) either cut or more probably the result of post or
stake being thrust into the pliable clayey soil. For this reason there is no evidence for a separate post pit
and post pipe. The hole is circular with a 0.10m diameter. As an isolated feature of modest dimensions
it is almost certainly not structural, but rather may be involved in part of some work activity feature
which includes a free standing pole-like element. Considering that it is in the area thought to be
involved in food preparation and cooking, and it may easily relate to such activities since it is less than
a meter from either the central hearth or the southern stone worktop slab and only 0.65m from the
centre of the pit feature (39).

Plate 32. Post/stake hole (27).
Just some 0.08m to the west of the stake hole (27) is a 0.12m diameter circular lump of light grey
plastic clay (79), which is most probably a ball of potting clay that has become pressed into the
accumulating floor deposits (43). Alternatively it is possible that it is another stake hole which has been
deliberately filled with the clay. There are other patches and amorphous lumps of this distinctive clay
sparsely dispersed around the south and south-west area of the house. The clay most likely originates
from between the bedrock and the base of the peat in areas where there is no remnant glacial clay, such
as in the hollows on the high plateau areas of the island.

The southern slab of worktop (50) is to a large extent located in the southern quadrant and across the
dividing line into the west quadrant. A mass of large stones suggest further structural elements on the
south-eastern corner of the slab along with upstanding, though splayed edging stones.
Much of the west quadrant is taken up by just two features, the northern worktop slab and a large
shallow flat bottomed hollow or pit (81), which has a single large tabular stone flat on the bottom at
one side. The fill is of a mixed clayey soil and there is the suggestion of a clay lining or that clay has
been worked in the pit and pushed down into the surrounding pit cut. The shape of the pit is unusual in
that, while around the southern and eastern it is circular in shape, the northern and western sides are
remarkably straight and form a right angle. The control shown in cutting the feature suggests that
perhaps some physical external influence was present, which cannot now be detected and that, along
with the large flat stone, there is a possibility that this feature is the impoverished remains of something
much more structurally complex. Since this quadrant in the cosmological model is associated with
work and crafts the possibilities are numerous, but the angle of the straight edge, aimed at the corner of
the central hearth could also indicate that it is being influenced by some form of physical division of
the west quadrant.
Cosmologically the northern quadrant is associated with night, sleeping and death. The floor levels in
general slope to some extent up to and cover the underlying Iron Age wall, which just conceivably may
provide a bench bed. There are however other features, which could make the area much more cramped
and less attractive as sleeping quarters. In the centre of the quadrant a quite sharply defined rectangular
area of bright orange/red peat ash (44)(Pl. 33) superficially indicated the location of an unstructured
hearth pit, but on further excavation a circular steep sided bowl shaped pit (82) is revealed cut down
through the accumulated floor deposits into the underlying Iron Age deposits. The pit is filled with
compacted orange peat ash, but the soil of the pit cut is apparently unaltered by direct fire or
transmitted heat. Therefore it is likely that the pit was filled and levelled with almost pure ash from the
central hearth and the pit and surrounding area capped with a thin layer of mixed grey clay and burnt
soil (46), which appears on the next phase plan below. The function of this pit is not known, but it
could have been replaced by an adjacent pit (37).

Plate 33. Hearth or burnt deposit (44) in pit (82) with stone padded post hole (37) to the west. Note
special find (505) Iron Mattock north of (37).

A pit (37) (Fig 16), smaller (0.26m diameter and 0.06m deep) than most of the others, has a flat stone
placed in its bottom as though it is intended to support a timber post. Like pit (82)(Fig 13) the cut of
the pit is seen as a hollow in the surface of the Iron Age deposits below. The location of this possible
post setting is central within the northern quadrant leaving space for a person to sit unimpeded at the
central hearth while still allowing adequate room for a sleeping space between it and the house wall.
Oddly placed posts set clear of the walls could occasionally exist if there was some doubt as to the
stability and safety of the large and very heavy lintel stones which form the corbelled roof. The
introduction of this ?post pit is later than pit (82), with its infill (44) and capping (46), since its
relatively loose clayey soil fill and pit cut were distinctly visible at the surface. Therefore supporting
the possibility that ?post pit (37) is a replacement for (82). The fill is indistinguishable from the next
phase of floor accumulation (36) and most likely indicates that it was infilled in this later phase.

Fig 15. Possible post pit (82)

Fig 16. Possible post pit (37).

At the west side of the quadrant an indistinct pear shaped shallow hollow (53) filled with later floor
accumulation soils (36) of the next phase may not be an intentional feature of the house. On the
opposite side of the house to the east from (53), tucked hard against the wall and the angle of the northeastern room division, is a collection of large tabular stones (48)(Pl. 34) in an attitude of a collapsed
box or cupboard.

Plate 34. Feature (48) collapsed stone box?

The excavation of the entrance passage revealed a paved (58) and gravelled surface (47), but the
excavation leaves much to be desired, mainly due to its being restricted in area. When the area outside
and to the side of the passage is opened up the nature and interpretation of the entrance and its
associated deposits will almost certainly require modification. However the excavation face at the end
of the passage revealed the important fact that there was still a full depth of complex deposits beyond
the entrance, which indicated that the area in front of the hut, presently covered with a level, featureless
swath of grass, is potentially hiding a considerable amount of the early medieval archaeology of the
site.
This is a very important discovery, one that may explain our inability to clearly locate other early
medieval features, which if the site is monastic in nature one would expect, such as a chapel and
burials, for example. Also it shows that the entrance passage most likely does not slope down into the
house and therefore the building was not sunken floored, a prospect that had always appeared suspect
in a wet climate such as that possessed by the Hebrides, especially since the houses are at the base of a
steep slope. This also makes for a better stylistic match to other known monastic buildings whose
construction is normally from the ground surface upwards.
Continued in Part 3

