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Pl.1. The 18th century summer shielings and agricultural landscape of Eilean Mhuire.

INTRODUCTION
This season saw our regular team of Pat and Linda Foster, Cathy Dagg and Janet Hooper
converging on the islands in late May. John Mckinney also joined us from Michigan again and
three MA students (Universities of Brno and Plzen) came with us from the Czech Republic.
Adam Nicolson orchestrated the Shiant Islands open day in late June, arriving with essential
supplies and the visitors, and staying with us for four days. The open day bought upwards of 150
people out from Lewis and we gave tours of the archaeological excavations. They were
accompanied by the local Gaelic band, ‘Mean Time’, who played reels and jigs on the shore and
in the cottage when it rained. The open day also saw a visit from Dr Mary Macleod,
archaeologist for the Western Isles, who offered much support and encouragement for the future
development of the project. The next day, the Hebridean Princess landed its more mobile
passengers, and numerous passing yachts called in during the month we were there. For his
birthday, a ninety year old man, was presented with a helicopter flight from Glasgow to the
Shiants by his friends. They all sat down to a birthday meal in the cottage while the members of
the archaeological team were given a flight around the islands. A real highlight, this provided an
opportunity to take of aerial photographs of Eilean Mhuire (Pl.1), Garbh Eilean and Eilean an
Tighe (Pl.2).

THE ARCHAEOLOGY

Fig 1. Sketch plan of HI 15 excavation areas to date. Not to scale.
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Pl.2 Upper settlement area excavations 2005

HI 15 A The Blackhouse
by Linda Foster
Last year, we had been prevented from completing the excavation in and around the blackhouse
and its associated buildings, because of heavy rainfall and resultant waterlogging. We were
determined this year to complete the excavations and restore these particular areas, whatever the
conditions. The trenches turned out to be full of water again, but bailing and a drying wind
allowed work to proceed in most areas.
Within the blackhouse, the eastern byre end had been reduced last year to the Iron Age level
which extends across the whole building (139). This layer was a brown clay soil turned orange
by a mixture of trampled burnt peat ash. The surface was pockmarked with many small hollows,
but the only structural feature appeared to be a stone-lined drain cutting across the southeast
corner of the byre’s floor. This layer and that below it (191) (Pl.3), a similar clay soil, were
removed down to a brown clay soil (192). Over 160 pottery sherds were recovered from these
two deposits, suggesting that both date to the Early Iron Age. Revealed below them was a thin
deposit of charcoal-flecked grey clay (201), which overlay the bedrock and of the bright yellow
coloured post-glacial colluvial clay which survived in cracks in the bedrock (Pl. 4).

Pl. 3. Early Iron Age level in the byre end

Pl. 4. Down to post glacial clay and bedrock

Although no pottery was recovered from this primary deposit, some forty flake of struck
mudstone were identified. Some of the flakes were pressed into the post-glacial clay, but they did
not appear to be a natural product of glacial pressure flaking, belonging firmly the anthropogenic
deposits above the clays. A piece of retouched mudstone amongst this assemblage strongly
reinforces the argument that the flakes of mudstone are the residue from a stone working
industry. This important find appears to be a discoidal scraper, which, if fabricated from flint and
found on mainland Britain, would automatically be classed as Neolithic or Bronze Age in date.
Although its form does suggest a pre-Iron Age date, the general contextual relationships indicate
that the mudstone was principally being worked from the Early Iron Age to at least the Middle
Iron Age and again in the late medieval 15/16th centuries.

HI 15 C Winnowing Barn
by Pat Foster
In the winnowing barn, just a small area of the basal Early Iron Age deposit (170) required
excavating and recording, once the barn had been bailed out. This was accomplished with no
other features of interest being discovered. The area was then back-filled and re-turfed.

HI 15 Areas E and F Enclosures to the west and south of the Blackhouse
by Pat Foster

Fig. 2. Excavation plan of Area F at the level of a possible late medieval surface F207. Note: The
stone stock pile is still at the higher level of the base of F54a garden soil and the early blackhouse
foundation wall F221 is at the base of F54b just above F207.
One of our main targets this season was to extend the sondage, excavated several years ago along
the west, outer side of the blackhouse, into Enclosure F. With our enlarged work force we hoped
that it would be possible to strip and excavate most, if not all, of the enclosure area. It was also
hoped that the excavation could be extended around the southwest corner of the blackhouse, in
order to link up with the west wind-hole of the winnowing barn in Enclosure E.

We knew from the sondage that several rubble wall footings extended out into the area to the
west from under the blackhouse, while this would allow us to explore the wall (F220/205), which
divided the more northerly enclosure E from enclosure F to the south. The pottery associated
with this area had been generally of 15th to 17th century date, with no residual Iron Age material
present. It was hoped, therefore, that we would gain a clearer picture of this elusive late medieval
period than had been provided by excavations within the blackhouse, where constant change and
redevelopment has complicated the interpretation of the phasing.
De-turfing of the enclosure was achieved within a few hours and the excavation of the upper soil
(F54a/b) commenced. As expected, this layer appeared to consist of a peaty clay loam garden
soil, containing a mixture of cultural materials dating from the 15th to the 19th centuries. Iron
Age material was noticeably absent. As it turned out, the constraints imposed by the weather, by
the complexity of the features revealed and by the need to ensure that other areas of the site were
finished, meant that – although bedrock level was reached in part of enclosure F – the excavation
of other areas of the enclosure are still to be completed.
Wall dividing enclosures E and F (F205/220)
With the first 0.20m removed, our preconceptions were yet again thrown into disarray by the
discovery that the enclosure wall did not behave as expected. The wall (F220/205) dividing the
enclosures, had appeared to be of two simple phases in the sondage, a well built primary phase
with a second phase rubble dump wall on top. On cleaning the section back to the junction of the
enclosure and the blackhouse wall, it was found that the primary wall went under the blackhouse.
This meant either that the enclosure belonged to an earlier blackhouse or that it was another
building of earlier, pre-blackhouse date. The second phase wall did butt against the blackhouse
wall, but, once fully exposed was found to consist of rubble from an earlier collapse of the
blockhouse’s southwest corner, with other miscellaneous dumping on top. After a few metres,
this dumped material petered out completely, but re-appeared a few metres west as a long flat
mound of stones (F202) under which the primary wall (F205) disappeared.

Stone pile (F202)
The stone mound (F202) is likely to be one of the latest features in this part of the site.
Superficially it appeared to be nothing more than a spread mass of jumbled stone, but it did have
a certain regularity which suggested it was more than just rubble (Pl. 5). Therefore, it was treated
as a feature rather than a scatter of debris, cleaned up and recorded. Then, as best we could, the
stone was removed in an orderly layered sequence. The pile was only several stones deep and
was soon reduced to the bottom layer, revealing ordered lines of carefully laid out stone blocks
along the northern side and western end of the mound (Pl. 6). What we had uncovered may well
have been remnants of a stone mason’s stock pile.

Fig. 3. Area F Enclosure showing the stone pile before removal of the displaced stones. The rest
of the site is at the slightly lower level of the base of F54b garden soil with features of the earlier
blackhouse revealed.

Pl. 5. Stock pile
Pl. 6. Upper disorganised stone removed
A sequence of events which led to the deposition of the stones and their meaning now became
clear. Around the beginning of the 18th century, but possibly somewhat earlier, someone decided

to construct a stone-built dwelling, presumably a blackhouse, on the site of older stone buildings,
which could provide an easy source of suitable building stone. This activity appears to have been
conducted with a minimum of disturbance to the earlier buildings, except where they lay in the
way of the new house. Some building stone was no doubt robbed from the earlier structures, but
this early blackhouse, like its medieval forerunners did not use a massive amount of material.
At the end of the 18th century, after the island was given over to a single farm, with one family in
residence to look after the animals, a new blackhouse was built of a larger and more substantial
nature than those common in the earlier clachan. The later blackhouse used a great deal of
material and claimed a larger area of the site. The enclosure walls and other buildings in the
settlement area associated with the new blackhouse also required a mass of stone. The builder,
having decided on the position of the new house, began to dismantle the visible remains of the
older buildings, both the early blackhouse and the pre-blackhouse buildings. This work almost
certainly began in the area of the western part of wall, F205, the stone from which was laid out as
a stock pile. As the pile lengthened to the east, it overran the base of the wall of the earlier
blackhouse and covered it.
With the area for the new house cleared and levelled, the step down for the byre cut and the stone
stock and earth pile ready for use, the builder began construction. Laying the foundation course
of stone would have proceeded rapidly, as the right stones could be easily spotted in the stock
pile and placed into position outlining the shape of the new house. Rubble for the core was then
quickly packed into the space between the outer and inner wall face. Soil, either freshly dug from
elsewhere on the site or taken from the heap of material created by the levelling and downcutting operation, would be compressed into the voids around the core stones. Once complete,
this acted as a bed for the next course. and, as construction progressed, the choice of stones
became more precise, as the builder automatically searched for blocks of the right shape to fit
alongside the stone-work already in place. As stones were pulled out, examined and tossed back
on the heap, rejected, the stone pile would have become jumbled and disorganised.
Eventually, the house was completed and any remaining stone was left as a jumbled heap.
Fortunately, the stock pile must have been much larger than required, so that a considerable
amount of stone was left over. In search of the right stone, the builder had covered all but a few
lines of the original, well laid-out stock pile with discarded blocks, hiding them from view. The
bottom layer at the west end of the stock pile remained in place, but it cannot be proven whether
the other lines represent north side of the pile and there is no evidence for how far the pile
extended south.
Prior to excavation, it had been believed that two enclosures E and F, divided by a wall, lay to
the south and west of the blackhouse. We now know that the division between the two enclosures
was formed solely from the remnant of the wall, F220, combined with the abandoned remains of
the stock pile (F202). However, it did form a barrier, whether by forethought or by accident,
allowing the garden soils within enclosure F to build up behind it and to thinly cover the
remaining stone pile, over time – and probably with the addition of stones cleared from the
interior of the enclosure – the barrier gained the appearance of a revetment above the lower part
of the enclosure (E).
The dating of the stock pile cannot be absolute. However, pottery was recovered from under the
pile and a preliminary assessment of this material suggests a period around the end of the 18th
century or beginning of the 19th century for the origin of the stone pile. Unfortunately, since
almost all of the stones in the remaining pile were displaced, material could easily have filtered
down through them. Therefore any suggested dates must be treated with a great deal of caution
and it is possible that the stone pile could be of a slightly later date. If so, it might relate to the

expansion and improvement of the blackhouse or to the construction of new buildings, which
have been dismantled in their turn.
This account provides our best interpretation of the feature and the possible sequence of events
that may have led to its formation. As a cautionary note, our buildings consultant, William, was
unwilling to confirm our concept without actually seeing the feature for himself. In general, he
thought that the stone was laid out too perfectly for it to be a mason’s stock pile, although he
could not think of an alternative explanation.
Early blackhouse (F214/F220/F221)

Pl.8 and Pl.9. Walls F220/205, showing changes of direction. The stone continuing the wall line
to the top of the picture is the end of the laid out stone of stock pile, F202.
Following removal of the turf and topsoil, it was apparent that the wall (F220/205) dividing the
enclosures E and F, was acting in a strange manner (Pl.8, 9). On the southern side of the trench
the north face began to curve inwards to the north after just a few tens of centimetres from the
west face of the baulk formed by the edge of the old sondage, but almost immediately returned to
a westerly direction and continued under the stone pile (F202). Its character suggested that it was
not a simple enclosure wall, but something far more substantial. The walling was very well
constructed, with a smooth face on the north (perhaps internal) side. Its form is suggestive of a
prehistoric or early medieval cellular building.
At the same time, on the northern side of the site, other revelations were taking place. The
enclosure wall clearly continues the line of north wall of barn B, before it turning to run under
the west wall of the blackhouse, although the precise relationship is impossible to determine, it
blends into the fabric of the west wall of the blackhouse, as if both were of one build. The
enclosure wall does continue west, but again excavation has revealed that it is not of one phase.
The wall splits into two just west of the baulk defining the original sondage (Pl.10). The lower
courses (F221) turn sharply to run southwards across the excavation area (Pl.11), while the upper
courses carry on to the west, defining the west side of the enclosure and exploiting the front edge
of exposed lumps of bedrock to accentuate the height of the wall.
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Pl.10. The north enclosure wall divides.

Pl.11. Wall of early blackhouse

For a short distance, in the northern half of the trench, the wall (F221) is visible as a double skin
of facing stones, surrounding a carefully placed core of fairly large rubble averaging between
0.20 and 0.40m long and set side by side. Presumably, these were fixed in an earth matrix, which
cannot now be isolated from the overburden. However, for a greater part of its length the facing
stones have been robbed and only the core stonework survives, before they peter out in their turn.
To the south of this end of the wall, although these stones while roughly in line with the wall are
not physically connected to it. If it is assumed that the curving wall (F220), running out from
under the blackhouse wall, is associated with F221, then the gap between it and the stones at the
end of F221, suggestive of an entrance.

Photo. C. Dagg.
Pl.12. Junction of wall F220, where it cuts through F205a.
From this evidence, a likely sequence of construction can be postulated for the walling visible
within the enclosures to the west of the blackhouse, although the extent of stone robbing in these
areas is considerable, making interpretation very difficult. It is possible that F220/F221 represent
a blackhouse of early 18th century or even earlier date built on a north-south axis, with the
southern wall cutting through and across an earlier building suggested by the existence of wall
F205a/b. To create the inner face of F220, where it impinges on F205a, the earlier wall was
partially dismantled and the wall core cut away. This must account for the small gap between the
faces of the walls, into which a large stone has been set, no stone mason would deliberately
construct such a venerable joint (Pl.12). The inner face of F220 curved around the cleared space

left behind by this demolition in essence revetting the remaining wall core of F205. In contrast to
the neatness of the inner face, the outer (west) face of F220, given the separate context number of
F214 (Pl.15), was simply built over the surviving stonework and wall core F205.
Interior of Early Blackhouse (F203/206, F222)
At present it is not possible to establish if there is any surface surviving which could be identified
as a floor surface or even floor accumulation relating to this building. A number of patches of
hard clay, some of which appear to have trampled upper surfaces and areas of burnt ashy soils
are present within the interior of the house, but they are more likely to belong to the late
medieval deposits that lie beneath this possible early blackhouse. These deposits will be given
context numbers when this horizon is more extensively exposed.
Various other features survive in the interior of the early blackhouse which are more likely to be
contemporary with the building. A circular setting of roughly set stones (F222), 0.80m diameter,
lies just inside the west wall, F221, of the building. Such a feature would normally be interpreted
as a hearth, but there is no indication of any associated burning, and in this case, the feature may
simply be a hard standing.
At the southern end of the house was a sub-rectangular pit (F203), measuring 0.60m by 0.40m,
containing an articulated sheep burial (F206) (Pl.13.) The cut of the pit was not visible in the
garden soil (F54) covering it. On excavation, it was apparent that, not only had some of the bones
been displaced, but that others were missing, most probably because of disturbance as a result of
later gardening activities. In comparison to the bones from 18th century deposits, which previous
experience suggests tend to be in a state of advanced decay unless they from part of a shell
midden, these bones are in relatively good condition. Therefore, the date for this burial must be
placed between the abandonment of the early blackhouse and the use of the enclosure as a garden
plot, perhaps around the middle of the 19th century.

Pl.13. Sheep burial, pit F203/206
The burial of sheep carcases is not uncommon within buildings of the Iron Age, when they are
treated as ritual deposits. In the early modern and modern periods, there are also accounts of the
ritual burying of animals under thresholds. Amongst the wealth of folk beliefs in the Western
Isles, the sheep is of particular significance. If the sheep was black then it may have been looked
upon as being a witch in disguise or merely as unlucky (Campbell 2005). However, in the
modern period, sheep are left with little thought in the landscape to decompose naturally. Why
the animal was buried here is a mystery that cannot be answered, although it is possible that the

sheep was diseased and buried for fear of contamination. Perhaps one of the Campbell daughters,
who may have used the old blackhouse as a shieling, kept it there as a pet and sentimentally
buried it after its death.
Pre-blackhouse building (walls F205 a/b)

Pl. 14. Wall 205
The early blackhouse appears to overlie an earlier building, of which only traces survive.
Unfortunately, only a short length of walling remains (F205a/b)(Pl. 14, 15), which provides few
clues as to the original form and function of the structure to which it relates. For the most part,
only the bottom course of the wall survives, although, at its western end, more of the outer face
remained. This end of the wall was, however, in poor condition; the stones of the basal course are
noticeably tilted and some of the stones from the upper courses had slipped forward. This
suggests that the wall may have been in a state of collapse, possibly as a result of subsidence at
this point, even when the building was in use. Further to the east, the point where the wall line
meets the southwest corner of the present blackhouse has been considerably affected by later
activity (see below) and, crucially, it is no longer possible to determine the precise relationship
between F205 and the blackhouse wall.
This walling is certainly earlier than any of the blackhouses and further excavation will hopefully
place it into a firmer stratigraphical relationship to other deposits and features around it.
Currently, excavation has stopped at the same level (F207) as the basal course of the wall, which
lies a few centimetres below the early blackhouse wall, F220. At present, a date in the 16/17th
centuries is proposed on stratigraphic grounds, although the monumental width of the wall 1.20m widening to almost 2m - is not usually associated with domestic buildings of this period.
Such massive walls are more reminiscent of Late Iron Age brochs or duns, although, in this case,
wall F205 has an earthen core, while those of brochs and duns, are usually of solid stone, bound
together with only small amounts of earth. More conclusively, the lack of even residual Iron Age
material in this area would appear to reflect the stratigraphically late date of the wall.

Pl.15. Wall 205 a/b with the early blackhouse wall F220(214) climbing up and over the body of
the wall
South west corner of Blackhouse (F209, F208/F212)
At some point, the southwest corner of the late blackhouse either collapsed or was dismantled
and rebuilt. Certainly the west wall and southwest corner were radically re-modelled when the
corner cupboard was inserted into the internal face of the wall and it is possible that this revamping left a weak joint, which resulted in its subsequent collapse. Prior to excavation, the
grassed over mound lying against the outside of the south west corner of the blackhouse was
thought to be just the collapse from the upper edge of the outer wall. Once exposed however,
evidence of a major collapse was revealed. Under the re-built outer wall face, loose disarranged
stonework was perched on top of the general mass of earth and stone in this area. With further
exploration, it was revealed that much of this build-up was composed of a mixed, bright orange
coloured, peaty soil, containing abundant charcoal flecking, which indicates fairly intensive
burning (F208). A small quantity of very underfired soft red to orange coloured pottery sherds
indicates that this was a peat-fuelled pottery clamp or hearth kiln, most likely datable to the first
half of the 19th century (F212) (Pl.16).

Pl.16. Bright Orange burnt peat soil.
of the pottery kiln F212.

Pl.17. Rubble wall F209.

Prior to excavation, it had appeared that stone from the collapse of the blackhouse wall extended
some distance out into enclosure E, as stone protruded through the surface in this area. Further
excavation suggested that, in fact, this stone represented a structured pile of linear form (F209).
Stratigraphically, this feature lies within the enclosure soil, indicating a late date in the
blackhouse sequence. This, combined with its position and proximity to the kiln suggests that it
may have acted as a wind break or shelter for the kiln, although it could also have been a crude
revetment for the collapsed blackhouse wall (Pl.17).
Unfortunately, rats had destroyed virtually all of the stratigraphical integrity of the deposits in
this area and had been instrumental in causing the collapse of additional stonework from around
the core of the kiln. Further, the rats had burrowed through the gap between the foundation
course of the outer wall skin of the blackhouse, just at its junction with wall F205b. The rat runs
had effectively cleared out the original soil matrix from around the stones, while the robbing of
the upper courses has left little evidence for the relationship between the two wall lines. If it is
assumed that there was no break in the wall line, as well as no re-building or modification, then it
is possible that wall F205b continued unbroken to the west. To the east, if this is also the case,
the wall may have extended as far as the wind hole of the winnowing barn (C). Along this part of
its length, it acts as the lower courses of the outer blackhouse wall, but was dismantled at this
point to allow the north wall of the winnowing barn to be inserted.
It is fairly obvious that a number of alterations and modifications have taken place in this area,
which, combined with stone robbing, collapse and rat infestation, have blurred the evidence
needed to unravel its stratigraphic history. Hopefully, completion of this area next season will
help resolve the apparent complexities.
Area within Enclosure E
Outside the early blackhouse, there are few indications that deposits contemporary with it have
survived later gardening activities. Much of the missing stonework of wall F221 may also be a
result of these activities. Along the western side of the enclosure, excavation has revealed a large
expanse of rounded bedrock, while further large areas have been exposed in the centre of the

enclosure, outside the line of the blackhouse wall (F221). Small deposits of limpet shells were
found dumped at various places along the edge of the outcropping bedrock (for example, F213,
Pl.18) and it is thought that these could relate to the occupation of the early blackhouse.

Pl.18. Small midden F213
At present, the features visible within the sondage are thought to date to the 15-17th centuries,
but, as the levels within the sondage are still slightly below those exposed across the rest of the
enclosure, these have no relationship to the features visible in the enclosure. Bedrock is also
exposed in the sondage, but wall foundations run between the outcrops, indicating that, even at
this level, many features of late medieval and early modern date may survive to be revealed next
year.

HI 15 Area G External area to the north
by Linda Foster
Area G lies outside the blackhouse complex to the north of the barn (B). Excavations in 2003 had
revealed a deposit of thickly scattered rubble (G169) covering a large area of the excavation
trench (Pl.19). This scatter appeared not to extend (east) beyond the line of a wall (B90), which
runs across the area of the excavation trench. Excavation of the rubble revealed that it was
neither a roughly cobbled surface nor the demolition debris from a medieval building, as was
originally thought. Some building rubble did appear to be present, but, amongst the larger stones,
there were also over eighty struck mudstone flakes and a few hammerstones. These indicate
stone working on a significant scale. Initial assessment of the associated pottery suggests a date
possibly in the middle Iron Age.

Pl.19. Iron Age stone working area G169

As excavation established that wall (B90) had been laid in a foundation trench, which cut
through the Iron Age layer, the postulated relationship between the stone scatter and the wall is
clearly spurious - although the wall’s late medieval date was confirmed. This wall appears under
the north wall of the blackhouse, cuts across barn B on a north-south line, re-appearing on the
other side of the north wall of the barn, from where it continues on the same alignment for about
2m into Area G. At this point, it is now clear that the wall turns at right angles to disappear into
the bog to the east, forming what seems to be the corner of a building. Within this corner, two
parallel walls are suggestive of narrow stalls (Pl.20, 21). No material was recovered from this
structure, so the dating of it remains dependent on the finds, including an annular brooch, which
were found close to the wall foundations below the floor levels of barn B.

Photo C Dagg
Pl.20 and 21. Medieval stalls within wall B90
Below the stone working deposits were several unstructured hearths (G214/216/217/223),
surrounded by very mixed and trampled deposits of burnt orange peat ash, and set into a series of
several, almost waterlogged, peat clay soils (G211/215/218). A few stones set at a right angle
may be the remains of a fire or hearth box (Pl.22). Over three hundred pottery sherds, dateable to
the Early Iron Age or possibly to the very late Bronze Age, were recovered, as was a small
assemblage of struck mudstone flakes. There is little to suggest that this area originally lay within
a building. The hearths do not have the stability usually found in Iron Age domestic hearths and
their random scattering suggests intermittent use over a period of time. An analysis of the
ceramics found may give some indication of the use of this area, particularly whether the hearths
were used for making pottery.

Pl. 22. Early Iron Age hearths.

HI 16 Barn and Blackhouse (Fig 5)
by Pat Foster

Fig. 5. Original 2000 survey field drawing.
At the blackhouse site HI 15 there is considerable difficulty in obtaining a clear chronology for
the excavated contexts because of the presence of residual pottery appearing in increasing
amounts as the contexts get later in date in the ceramic assemblage. This is almost entirely due to
the use of the site over such a long period of time. To acquire a pottery assemblage of some
purity, hopefully relating to a possible early clachan, excavations were begun at site HI 16, which
lies to the south of the blackhouse HI 15 blackhouse. In the initial island site survey HI 16 was
considered to be a small blackhouse with an attached outhouse on its southern side. It is situated
on much higher ground than HI 15 and bedrock can clearly be seen outcropping at the surface
close to it. This apparent lack of soil depth suggesting that the visible structure should not be
sitting on a deeply stratified sequence of earlier deposits and would therefore not have been used
for a prolonged period of time. Building A is of typical Hebridean construction - having a double
skinned wall, filled with a core of earth and small stones - and, like the early blackhouse
uncovered this year in area F (221), its axis is orientated north to south. Prior to excavation, the
walls stood to a height of approximately 0.80m and the overall dimensions, while at the lower
end of the range, are nonetheless comparable to other small blackhouses. The entrance is in the
centre of the east wall and there appeared to be an insubstantial outhouse B, with low banked turf
walls, attached to the south side.
Following de-turfing, it was apparent that much of the interior of building A was covered in
jumbled stone. In some places, the inner wall face had collapsed completely or the wall face
bulged to the extent where complete collapse appeared imminent. The soil (2) under the turf was
a featureless black peat clay soil, penetrated by dense networks of nettle roots. Rat burrows were
in evidence in and around all of the stones. This soil was up to 0.10m thick, but much deeper
against the inner wall face, presumably as a result of the rats excavating out the soil from the wall
core. An large of 180 pottery sherds was recovered; of these, 129 were factory products, which
are most likely to be 19th century in date. A small quantity of bottle glass, iron nails and the fly
sheet of a tent were also found. There was little to indicate that the blackhouse dated back to the
18th century.
The removal of soil 2 revealed a burnt dull orange peaty clay soil, which covered all of the
building’s interior and continued under the house walls. There was no contemporary house
furniture or features, apart from a possible stone setting at the north end, which appears to be a

container-like pit. The absence of a hearth and the late date indicated by the ceramics and other
material objects suggest that its use may be dated to the early to mid 19th century. At present it
thought to be a detached barn linked to blackhouse HI 15. If there is an early blackhouse on this
site, then it may be represented by the supposed outhouse B on the south side, which on closer
inspection is actually wider than the barn. If this is the south end of an earlier building, peeping
out from under the later barn, the burnt layer, which clearly underlies the barn walls should be
associated with it.
Bothy HI 4
By Pat Foster

Fig. 6. HI 4 Plan showing the south room last use and the upper features along the east side.
There was little time for additional work on this building apart from excavating the central part
of the beach pebble path (9), which runs outside along the east wall between the two doorways
and presumably carries on to the north. While this was being done it was possible to determine
that the pebble path was additional to a much more substantial stone paving (22), which exists in
this area. This is of interest because of the proximity of the chapel whose remains existed here at
least until 1815 (see Plate 35 below). The line of walling (21) which underlies the storm porch
wall at the south room entrance may be a surviving remnant of this chapel.
The excavation of the southern ?store room, its threshold with surviving wooden door frame (16)
and the area of the outer storm porch (18) had all been completed in 2004, but since the plan was
not ready for inclusion in last years report the opportunity is taken here to reproduce it.

Bothy HI 7
by Pat Foster

Fig. 7. Bothy HI 7 plan of surviving last occupation remains circa 1930 and later rubbish
dumping.
Having arrived on the islands immediately after heavy rainfall, an instant assault on the upper
settlement sites was impossible, providing an excellent opportunity to investigate HI 7, a small
bothy immediately behind the modern house (Pl.23). The obviously modern rubbish was quickly
removed and an area around the building de-turfed. Over the next few weeks, between working
on the other sites or in the evenings, the building and its surroundings were excavated and a
greater understanding of the nature of this site achieved.
Until very recently, the shell of the building was used as a dump for ashes from the cottage fire
and for other rubbish. This has left a legacy of disturbed deposits, including a mass of semimolten glass bottles and burnt plastic. In recent times larger items, such as corrugated iron, have
been piled up in the building. This has turned it into a haven for the rat population, leading to
further churning up of the deposits, as well as providing the rats with easy access to the cottage.

Pl. 23. HI 7 Before excavation being emptied of rubbish
Although there was no partition wall or evidence for an additional attached storage room, the
internal architecture demonstrated that this was not a re-used blackhouse as had been initially
thought, but was a third lobstermen’s bothy, presumably constructed in the latter part of the 19th
century. As with the other bothies, there was a raised stone fireplace next to the door at the north
end, with a bench seat adjacent to it in the north east corner (Pl.24). The area immediately in
front of the fireplace was floored with large flat stones, while the remainder of the floor area was
cobbled. Unlike the other two bothies, no trace of a long bench seat across the centre of the room
in front of the hearth had survived, although this was not surprising, since later rough usage of
the building had destroyed or displaced many of the original internal features. A short length of
curving wall had been added onto the west corner of the north wall, in order to protect the north
facing entrance (Pl.25). In the porch, and leading up to the entrance, was a path made up of
compacted, small beach pebbles. From the churned deposits of this phase, it was possible to
separate out some spongeware pottery sherds, identical in form and date to those found in the
other bothies, i.e. the late 19th to very early 20th century, at a time when the Campbells were still
in residence in the cottage.

Pl.24. HI 7 Excavated to the last phase of use.

Pl.25. HI 7 Entrance porch and peat stack

Above the stone floor, a thin compacted blackened clay layer indicates a period of abandonment,
after which, possibly in the early part of the 20th century, fresh cobbles were laid. The fireplace
was raised with further stone blocks and a fresh layer of pebbles laid in the entrance. Pottery
fragments and the islands’ first coin hoard in the form of six pennies, all very corroded, but
dating from 1900 to 1918, have been recovered from this later phase. This must relate to the

building as it appears in the mid 1930s photograph, confirming Compton Mackenzie’s statement
in a letter of 1925 that two of the bothies were still in use by lobster fishermen (Pl.26).

Pl.26. HI 7 in use during the 1930s.

Test Pits 1 to 5
By Cathy Dagg and Pat Foster

Fig. 8. Location of test pits, cemetery, cemetery enclosure and the 19th century buildings.
Five test pits, each 60 cm square, were cut in the lower settlement area. Two (TP1 and 2) lay
behind and a little to the north of the cottage, outside the cemetery enclosure. One was sited on a
lazy bed and one in a furrow. TP3 was sited within the cemetery enclosure, to the south of the
cemetery mound itself, while TP4 and TP5 were located to the north of the cemetery; TP4 lay
under the rising ground to the east of the settlement area, with TP5 closer to the shore.
TP1 produced a large amount (40) of small fragments of pottery. Since it was sited in the furrow
of a lazy bed, it was thought that a pit (TP2) located on the lazy bed itself would be even more
productive; however this test pit only produced eleven sherds. Such quantities of pottery were
exciting, as they indicated that it might be possible to date the use of the lazy bed system. Small
fragments of burnt animal bone were also recovered in association with the pottery, suggesting
that the material had been derived from a midden. In TP3, within the cemetery enclosure, the

ceramic count was low, as was also the case with test pits 4 and 5. The hard, thin-bodied, pottery,
tempered with fine grit, found in all of the pits is comparable to the 15-17th century material
excavated on site HI 15.
Initially, all of the pits came down to a layer of stone, consisting of beach cobbles, as well as
stone more likely to have tumbled down from the cliffs above the settlement area. Except for
TP1, which still produced cultural material from between the stones, work paused on all the test
pits, in the main because they became flooded by heavy rain. Bailing of TP1-3 was not
successful, as they were immediately re-filled by ground water. Pits 4 and 5 did, however, remain
workable and excavation proceeded in these pits.
In pit 4 (Pl.27), the number of large stones made excavation very difficult, but the rubble was
eventually levered out. Surprisingly, this stone did not overlie the post-glacial subsoil as
expected, but covered a gritty, peaty clay soil, containing abundant charcoal flecks and small
fragments of cremated animal bone. TP5, although slightly further from the cliff face and
containing less stone, produced very similar results. Significantly, a few sherds of pottery were
recovered from this level in both test pits. No distinctive forms or rims were found, but the fabric
was very different from that associated with the pottery so far found in the excavations. In the
majority of cases, the fabric contained rounded grains of quartz, possibly of glacial origin, and,
given that this has not been found in any of the Shiants-made pottery, may indicate that these
vessels had been imported into the islands.

Pl.27. Test pit 4 at stonework below scree

Pl.28. Test pit 5 at hearth below scree

These two test pits produced yet more surprises. TP5 contained the bright orange ash from an
undisturbed peat hearth, while TP4 came down to tightly set slabs, suggestive of a wall (Pl.28).
The proximity of these two pits to each other suggests that both features could belong to the same
structure, but to understand this properly will require larger scale exploration at a later date. The
excavations were terminated at this point, without disturbing the features, and all the pits were
recorded and backfilled.

SURVEY GPS AND EDM
By Janet Hooper and Cathy Dagg
Following an initial walkover survey of all three islands carried out by Pat Foster in 2000, all the
sites were catalogued, described, photographed and, where appropriate, surveyed using a plane
table. Over the past two seasons, nearly all the sites so far identified on Eilean an Tighe and
Garbh Eilean have now been located with a Garmin Etrex (Eilean an Tighe - CD) and a Garmin
12 (Garbh Eilean - JH) hand-held GPS. Alongside increasing familiarity with the islands, this has
resulted in the discovery of a number of new features. The total number of structures recognised
on Garbh Eilean has now risen from 46 to 54 and on Eilean an Tighe, from 31 to 42. Readings
have also been taken along walls and fences to facilitate tying in the archaeological remains to
the Ordnance Survey map base. It is hope that these can be plotted against digital versions of the
most recent editions of the Ordnance Survey maps, as well as the First and Second edition maps,
which provide the most comprehensive picture of the extent of occupation, immediately prior to
the final abandonment of the islands for permanent settlement.
Under the auspices of the Rachael Barrowman’s Lewis Coastal Chapels Survey, funded by
Historic Scotland and facilitated by equipment from the University of Glasgow, detailed
topographic survey was carried out during the 2005 excavation season. The survey was
undertaken using a Pentax Total Station, enabling each feature to be recorded accurately in three
dimensions. The individual settlement areas on Eilean an Tighe are relatively small and discrete
and could be recorded without the need to establish complicated traverses. In areas where there
were few archaeological remains, additional points were taken to ensure that the topography
could be re-created accurately. The data has now been typed up so that it can be downloaded into
LISCAD for reduction into planimetric form. This will enable an overall map of each settlement
area to be produced and, as all data has been recorded in three-dimensional form, a contour
model can also be created. This plot will then be taken into AUTOCAD to facilitate the addition
of further detail (for example, site numbers) and other artwork.
Although it was originally intended to have the total station only for a week, the extra hire
charges did not approach the costs of getting the equipment on and off the island and it was
decided that, since the machine turned out to be available, keeping it for the month was a better
use of resources. Given that last minute problems in copying software meant that all the data had
to be hand recorded, the fact that the machine did not have to be returned became of enormous
benefit. This not only compensated for the poor weather conditions during June and Cathy’s
limited mobility as a result of damaging her leg prior to coming to the islands, but the time which
had to be taken each day to plot out the results in order to check them. Ultimately, the fact that
the survey could be done at all owes an enormous amount to Cathy’s determination to stand on
her bad leg for hours at a time and, given these circumstances, her patience and accuracy in
writing down thousands of readings.
Although it had been intended to concentrate on two of the three areas on the Shiants which have
either physical or documentary evidence for ecclesiastical remains of potentially Early Medieval
date - the lower settlement area on Eilean an Tighe and the area within the enclosure at Annat on
Garbh Eilean - the issues outlined above meant that the focus became the upper, as well as the
lower settlement area, on Eilean an Tighe, the areas where most excavation has been targeted. All
archaeological features were plotted, the locations of the excavation trenches and test pits
recorded and the extent of coastal erosion around the cottage documented. The current survey
results will complement the original plane table surveys, as many of the buildings are far better
defined following excavation.

The archaeological work already undertaken on the Shiants has suggested the high
archaeological potential of both the lower settlement area on Eilean an Tighe and of Annat on
Garbh Eilean. Detailed topographic surveys of these areas will be an important tool in
understanding the complexity and length of occupation at each of these sites and in targeting
future excavation work. As part of this process, a detailed contour map of both areas should aid
in understanding the relationships between the visible features. It is hoped that the survey results
will also provide a means of documenting the current condition of the remains, which will
provide a benchmark against which ongoing damage by the black rat population, as well as
through coastal erosion, can be measured.
It was accepted that the logistical difficulties of working on an uninhabited group of islands
without power would determine the areas to be targeted during this phase of survey. A small
generator bought for the project proved adequate to keep the total station batteries charged, as
well as those of the laptop (and mobile phones). In reality, even getting the equipment across to
Annat proved something that could only be tackled when good weather could be guaranteed - in
particular dry conditions underfoot. Damage to the base of the path complicated carrying heavy
and bulky equipment onto Garbh Eilean, while the spit proved to be now cut off twice a day, for
as much as three hours at a time, during high spring tides. Following another wet year, it is felt
that a boat would make survey at Annat much easier. This would also apply to the settlement
area over the arch at Bagh and, of course, to Eilean Mhuire. In spite of the difficulties
experienced during this season, it is to be hoped that in the future the survey can be extended to
the other principal settlement areas on all three islands, and that - through the use of a sub-1m
dGPS system - all the sites on the islands can be recorded in detail and located with reference to
Ordnance Survey data. Obtaining a series of aerial photographs of the islands has long been
considered an essential element of the project, although this has been retarded by the high cost.
This year, the first opportunity to fly over Garbh Eilean and Eilean Mhuire has highlighted the
potential for aerial photographs to aid in mapping the archaeology of the islands (Pl.1, 2, 32) and
it is to be hoped that further opportunities will arise in the future.

SITE RE-INSTATEMENT
By Pat Foster
From the outset, it has always been important to the project that the excavated sites were allowed
to blend back into the landscape, once excavation was complete. It is the intention to eventually
flatten all the spoil heaps, as well as any stone piles, so that the landscape around the sites can
regenerate. This does not exclude maintaining the appearance of the excavated buildings through
the removal of debris or the targeted rebuilding of collapsed elements, such as the wind hole of
the winnowing barn, which has recently collapsed due to undermining by rats, where this will
serve to stabilise the structure. While it is not proposed to transform the archaeological sites into
some form of landscape museum, minimum re-instatement of a few of the most significant
elements revealed in the excavations, such as the main stone hearth settings, has been
undertaken, while large objects, such as grinding stones and drain capstones, have been placed
where they can be seen. This will enable visitors to orientate themselves within the buildings and
allow them to visualise the type of features which might be found inside them.

Pl.29. Interior of blackhouse HI 15 re-turfed.
This policy has been in operation over the past five years of excavations, although on a modest
scale since most effort has been directed into excavation. Now that significant areas around HI15
are being finalised, part of this season’s work was directed towards site re-instatement. This year,
backfilling of the interior of the blackhouse was completed from the standing spoil and stone
heaps and re-turfed. Some of the capstones from the drains in the byre area were laid out in their
original arrangement, and, when the soil has settled next year, some of the hearth stones will be
re-laid. The winnowing barn was also backfilled and a grinding stone, found during the
excavation of this area, along with other large blocks which had formed the retaining wall for one
of the middens, were laid out.

COASTAL EROSION
By Pat Foster and Janet Hooper

Photo C. Dagg
Pl.30. The lesser storm of June 2005.

Earlier in the year, a fisherman passing close inshore had noted that the front door of the cottage
was open. Knowing that visitors to the islands do not normally arrive until the late spring and
seeing no indication of people around, he landed to investigate. On inspection, he found that the
lock had been broken, presumably in the storms that had devastated the Outer Isles in January.
The rooms of the cottage were full of beach gravel, seaweed and sea water, but miraculously the
roof and windows were intact. Adam Nicolson was contacted and he went to the islands to clear
up the mess and secure the cottage.
Since the project group would be the first to stay on the islands this year, he forwarded a message
informing us of the situation and also that the storm had caused considerable coastal damage.
The re-shaping of the isthmus between Eilean an Tighe and Garbh Eilean during violent storms
in June 2001 and August 2004 had left us in little doubt that climatic changes, so often reported
in the press, appeared to be physically taking place. The damage incurred in January suggested
that the forecasted changes could be accelerating in scale, while also becoming more
unpredictable.
A rapid survey was undertaken of the shoreline along the edge of the lower settlement area on
Eilean an Tighe, which stretches along the bay at the north western end of the island, while on
Garbh Eilean, the annat site was similarly examined. Along the foreshore in both locations, the
sea had removed large areas of soil, as well as the post-glacial colluvium deposits and chunks of
decomposing bedrock. In many places, the damage was extensive and stretched some distance
inland (Pl.31).

Pl.31.Aerial view of the Annat site on Garbh Eilean, dramatically illustrating
the effects of coastal erosion
Photo J Hooper
At the annat site on Garbh Eilean, a large portion of the basalt cliff face had been removed from
the front of the platform on the west side of the possible D-shaped monastic enclosure. At the
point where the platform meets the higher cliffs which enclose the site to the south and west, the
front edge of the platform - and the possible archaeological features in this area - has now been
exposed to potential further rapid erosion (Pl.32). To the south of the platform, several great
triangular wedges of soil had also been removed from the edge of the foreshore (Pl.33). The

largest of these, located in the approximate centre of the photograph, revealed part of a large
sheet of blue/grey clay subsoil. This clay is the same as that found at the base of the peat soils
and was most likely one of the sources of clay sought out by the islands’ potters.

Photo J Hooper.
Pl.32. Erosion of the face of the platform at.
Annat.

Photo J. Hooper.
Pl.33. Erosion along the shore at Annat

On Eilean an Tighe, the worst of the storms fury appears to have been focused in two places. At
the southern end of the bay, all trace of the sheep fank has disappeared, with even the soil on
which it stood being removed down to bedrock. The attack on the cottage and the damage
inflicted upon the foreshore on either side of it appears all the more remarkable since, at first
sight, the area appears to be well protected by the extensive reefs and high rocky outcrops
directly in front of the building. However, the power of the wind and the waves has sucked away
large areas of topsoil, revealing subsoil or bedrock; the foreshore around the cottage appears to
have been subject to the hungry bites of some wild beast (Pl.34). The cascade of seawater against
the cottage walls was powerful enough to dig a channel along the foundations at the front of the
building and to remove a large amount of material from either side of it (Pl.35).

Pl.34. Massive storm damage directly in
front of the cottage, exposing yellow postglacial clay

Pl.35. Storm damage to the cottage
foundations.

General Discussion
By Pat Foster

The Settlement Pattern - Lower settlement area
Over the past five years, our understanding of the landscape, especially around the lower
settlement area on Eilean an Tighe, has greatly increased. As a result of the first rapid survey of
the islands in 2000, this area was thought to be one of several preferred settlement sites. This was
based on the strong indicators provided by the standing buildings - the cottage (HI 6), bothies (HI
4 & 5), possible blackhouse (HI 7), store (HI 8), and the cemetery mound and enclosure. With a
growing awareness, stemming from the five seasons of excavation on Eilean an Tighe, this
impression has now been re-evaluated.
As a general rule, the remains of abandoned 19th-20th century blackhouses are easily identifiable
in the Hebridean landscape. Even in settlements which continued to be occupied, the new
buildings are generally constructed to one side of the old, leaving the older structures to be used
as barns, enclosures or kailyards. In the case of the Shiants, the community was dissolved at the
end of the eighteenth century, leaving only a single family to occupy the islands permanently. It
is now thought that this family must have lived in the rather grand blackhouse, HI 15 within the
upper settlement area. Until the cottage was built for the Campbell family around 1876 by
Patrick Sellar the younger, people may not have lived on the lower terrace at the northern end of
the island. Most of the coastal bench is covered in lazy beds, with the cemetery enclosure
occupying the remaining level area to the north. Perhaps surprisingly, bothies HI 4 and 5 lie
within the cemetery enclosure, and may have been built out of stone from the chapel, although its
footings were depicted in a sketch by William Daniell, dated 1815 (Pl.36), and were still being
pointed out to visitors at the end of the nineteenth century. There are no indications of earlier
features around the cottage, either externally or internally, although full excavation in and around
the cottage would be necessary to confirm this. All this leaves bothy HI 7 as the only possible
candidate for earlier occupation in this area.

Pl.36. Pencil drawing of the chapel remains by William Daniell 1815.

Building HI 7, filled with old corrugated roofing, bags of wool, and general rubbish, still
appeared to be different in outline to the two proven bothies HI 4 and 5. Like a blackhouse, it is
of long, sub-rectangular shape and has the characteristic low, windowless walls. If it is a
blackhouse, it would be small, although it is similar in size to the presumed blackhouse, HI 16, in
the upper settlement. Unlike the other bothies, HI 7 appears to consist of a single room, while the
entrance is at the end of the building, contrasting with both bothies and blackhouses. Although
their close proximity might imply that it predates the cottage (HI 6), being re-used as a bothy
following the construction of the more modern building (fig. 5), its appearance provided no clue
as to its history. Greater understanding of HI 7 was clearly an important element in defining the
occupation of this area of the island.
Excavations this year have proved that HI 7 was a third lobster fishermen’s bothy, but that it did
not originate as a blackhouse. It seems probable, therefore, that - until the cottage was
constructed for the Campbell family in or around 1876 - only the cemetery and its chapel existed
at the northern end of Eilean an Tighe in the early modern period. The chapel may not have
survived the Reformation, but the cemetery is likely to have remained in use until the end of the
eighteenth century, when the island was cleared and much of the islanders’ traditional lore must
have been lost. The rest of the coastal bench was reserved for arable agriculture; the lazy beds
run right up to the cemetery enclosure. This all appeared to make good sense. Any approaching
visitor could be observed from the main settlement on the upper plateau and, if necessary,
avoided, but this is not possible from the area around the cemetery. The importance of such
safety precautions is well illustrated on St Kilda, where there are numerous hiding places within
the screes above Village Bay (pers. ob. while serving on the islands in 1960 and more recently
documented in Fleming 2005). This pattern of use would seem to be confirmed by the fact that,
apart from cultural materials associated with the manuring of the lazy beds, no earlier material
has been found along the eroding edge of the foreshore.
A series of test pits intended to confirm these hypotheses, as well as assessing the potential for
pre-modern occupation around the cemetery, were dug this year. The results from these have
raised another whole set of questions. Considering that the excavations have now produced
hundreds of pottery sherds, covering almost every chronological period from the Bronze Age
onwards, the discovery of a completely new pottery fabric series in the test pits is very exciting.
If this pottery belongs to a cultural period not so far identified on the Shiants, this would seem to
leave only the pre-Iron Age and the early to late Viking/Norse periods. Familiarity with the
ceramic repertoires of other Hebridean Neolithic and Bronze Age sites, suggests that that the
Shiants material is not comparable. It is probable that the islands were visited by Viking raiders,
while the annat name may indicate the presence of a monastic settlement in the Early Medieval
period. Whether or not the Shiants ever tempted the Viking raiders to settle down - the islands do
not possess a well-protected anchorage - the rich soils of the Shiants would always have been
attractive for settlement and it is unlikely that they would have ever been completely abandoned
for long. The new pottery could, therefore, date from the 11th to 14th centuries, a period for
which we have as yet no evidence.
This year’s work has had considerable impact on our concept of the pattern of preferred
settlement sites for the islands. In general, it was believed that settlement sites were recognised at
an early date and were then constantly re-used. This made practical sense because of the
relatively few areas suitable for settlement and because of the attraction provided by earlier
buildings as an easily obtainable source of building material. Occupation of the northern area of
Eilean an Tighe appears to have begun in the early medieval period, although settlement in this
location may have been fairly short-lived, after which it was reserved for religious and burial
purposes. Only around 1876, was the area again domestically settled. Much of what is written

here is conjecture and, as so often happens, the story revealed through future excavations and
research, may be quite different. The new evidence reinforces the fact that, although there is a
general tendency to re-use sites, such stability cannot be assumed and, over long periods of time,
the settlement pattern can alter quite radically, as requirements and circumstances change.
HI 15F Stock pile F202
The stone builder’s stock pile F202, found to the west of the blackhouse in Area F, has been
described at length. Such a feature may not appear to be a very important part of the site history:
something which must have often happened and which is usually taken for granted, if it is
thought about at all. In reality, such a feature is very rarely recognised in the archaeological
record and, in this respect, it brings to life an everyday activity. Anyone working with unshaped
stone, always lays out his stock, so that the necessary block can be readily identified. The wider
the spread, the easier and quicker, it is to work. For the same reasons, rubble to form the core of a
wall would be piled separately, as would soil and/or clay for setting the stones and packing
around the core rubble. Once the job was complete, the material left over would usually be
removed, either stacked out of the way for future use or carted away for use elsewhere. A disused
stone building is a convenient quarry and would simply be dismantled when needed and the
material laid out. To quarry new stone, shape and transport it, is expensive, in both time and
money, while also requiring specialised tools, draught animals and hauling equipment.
The origin of the material used to fill the core of a blackhouse’s double skinned wall can also
reveal something of the history of the site, since it will normally be derived from the immediate
vicinity of the new building, often during the preparation of a level platform for it. For example
the material from the wall cores of blackhouse T26 at Allt Chrisal on Barra produced numerous
worked flints and fragments of Neolithic pottery, which at the time was puzzling since no
Neolithic site was known to exist in the area (Foster 1995). As the excavation progressed, it was
found that the blackhouse was built on top of a Neolithic platform; the drainage ditches dug
around the house would have produced earth containing Neolithic material, which was then used
to infill the walls. In the case of blackhouse HI 15, the lowering of the east end to form the byre
would have produced a goodly amount of usable earth, which had begun to accumulate in the late
Iron Age. Before the interior of the house was reconstituted, the lower courses of the south wall
collapsed along part of its length, exposing the interior earthen core. The core was found to be
composed of a mixture of burnt peat red/orange coloured ash and clayey soil, most likely
material derived from the Iron Age deposits at the byre end of the house.
HI16 Barn (Fig. 5.)
The excavation of this building will continue next season, extending outside its walls to examine
the remnant of the potentially ?early blackhouse beyond its south end. If the existence of an
earlier clachan can be verified and it can be established with certainty that the upstanding
buildings relate to a later period when only a single family were in residence, this will help
clarify our understanding of the landscape as a whole.
The Shiant Islands stone working industry
The evidence for a significant stone working industry on the islands is now overwhelming. Large
blocks of metamorphosed mudstone, either extracted from outcrops, such as that exposed at the
southern end of the beach, or picked up at random, must have been the source of the several
hundreds of struck flakes, which have been recovered from the excavations around blackhouse
HI 15 (Pl.37); not every fragment of mudstone has been included in this figure, as some of the
debris may be the result of building work. However, several large blocks, which show the scars

where flakes have been detached, have been classified as cores, abandoned before being fully
reduced.

Pl 37. Stone flakes from Early Iron Age base context G215
In contrast to the numbers of flakes, only a few finished artefacts have been found so far. These
include a retouched discoidal scraper (Pl.38 and 39), a borer (Pl.42) and a large cleaver (Pl.45).
This may indicate that, as on St Kilda (Fleming 2005), most of the finished articles were used
and lost/discarded away from the settlement area, which, in its turn suggests that production
centred on rough stone tools, such as ards and mattocks used for agricultural work. Large freshly
stuck flakes were sharp enough to be used as cleavers and knives, but without retouching or
abusive use, would be difficult to identify if they were thrown away after one or two uses.

Pl.37. Discoidal scraper.

Pl.38.Discoidal scraper retouched working edge.

In addition to the struck flakes, part of the upper stone of a flat rotary quern made from Tertiary
syenite (Pl.40), a local stone derived from an outcrop found on Eilean Mhuire and two further
pieces of rotary quern or millstone have also been found (Pl.41, 41). The syenite rotary quern,
which was recovered from the very last late (19th century) phase of2blackhouse HI 15, is, but the
other fragments are of sandstone and are most likely to have come from the Inner Isles or the
mainland.

Pl.40. Syenite rotary quern

Pl.41. Sandstone millstone

Pl.42 Sandstone millstone.

Over the last five years, several hundred pieces of flint have been found, almost all of which have
been un-retouched flakes, chips or small ?cores. Most of these may have been derived from
beach pebbles, washed up from off-shore glacial clay deposits (Dickens 1990; Wickham-Jones
1995). However, a fist sized nodule was found in the face of a remnant boulder clay deposit in
the shore line at the annat site, proving that large blocks of poor quality flint can be found on the
islands. All of the flint appears to have been used for the production of strike-a-lights, although,
discounting a couple of gun flints, there are also two, definitely retouched, tools; a borer (Pl.44),
identical in form and size to the mudstone example (Pl.43), and a badly damaged scraper.

PL.43. Mudstone borer.

Pl.44. Flint borer.

Pl.45. Mudstone cleaver

Dating these different stone industries is not an easy task, since stone is virtually indestructible
and can survive as a residual item indefinitely. The large, struck flakes of mudstone are typical of
the debitage derived from the reduction of large blocks and are identical in form to those found at
Neolithic stone axe factory sites and around flint mines; however, while these large flakes are
characteristic of the process, they do not date that process. Stratigraphically, some of the struck
mudstone flakes have been found amongst the basal deposits impressed into the glacial subsoil
clays and, thus, must be at least of very early Iron Age date. The greatest quantities, however,
come from early to middle Iron Age contexts. There is also a large assemblage from a 15thcentury context (Pl..46), while there are small amounts of struck flakes scattered throughout
almost every other context. These, because of the low numbers, have generally been treated as
residual material. Since only a relatively small part of the overall site area has been excavated
and, since working areas were probably not located close to living areas, the significance of the
high densities of flakes so far identified will require more extensive excavations to be fully
understood.

Pl.46. Stone working debitage from 15/16th C context C121
The group of 25 fragments from the 15/16th century context (C121), appear to be more chunky
and crudely struck than the Iron Age material. This variance may just be coincidental, given that
a very small area was excavated from this period. Although stoneworking ability will vary across
time and between knappers, further excavation and a greater number of artefacts may average out
such variations.
Flint strike-a-lights can be expected in virtually any period, but the dating of the other retouched
tools is more problematic. The mudstone discoidal scraper and borer, as well as the flint scraper
and borer, may not be absolute proof of a pre-Iron Age presence on the Shiants, but they do lend
a certain amount of credence to the possibility that a pre-Iron Age settlement will still be found
somewhere on the islands. The quality of all these artefacts is very high, which, while not totally
discrediting a date later than the prehistoric period, does tend towards a Late Neolithic or Early
Bronze Age presence on the islands. If so, then feature HI 26 could indeed be a long cairn of Late
Neolithic date. Obviously, further excavation is required, both around HI 15 and at other
locations, in order to settle these important questions, particularly since the majority of the
material from St Kilda, recently analysed by Andrew Fleming and Mark Edmunds (Fleming
2005), has been dated to the earlier prehistoric period.
The presence of a stone-working and stone-using community on the islands in the postprehistoric period does not imply that the society is in any way degenerate or primitive. It is
another important illustration of the inventiveness, self-reliance and adaptability of the islanders,
a way of overcoming the shortage of iron and iron tools. To suggest that stone is a poor substitute
for metal is to forget that the development of metal tools and artefacts was primarily dependent
on the prestige and fashionability, not efficiency and durability, of the new material; a freshly
stuck flint blade edge or point is only a single micron thick and is sharper than any steel scalpel.
Neolithic farmers cleared whole forests with stone axes and ploughed the first fields with stone
ard points. In later periods, an iron ploughshare would have been comparatively expensive and, if
broken, would have been difficult to replace without the financial means and the modern
commercial network. Repairing such a tool requires skill, and, although there was usually
somebody capable of smithying in every settlement, a stone ard would have cost far less time and
skill to shape and was easily and locally replaceable.

Conclusion
This season’s work has put the project in a position where a full data structure report for the work
undertaken so far would be of value. This work had progressed by the end of 2004 to the point
where only the phased site plans were needed before it could be finalised. It is now hoped to
incorporate this season’s work and to complete this by the end of 2005, when the usual archive
copies and material will be deposited with the NMRS in Edinburgh, Historic Scotland,
Stornoway Museum and the Western Isles Council SMR. At the same time, work has been
proceeding on the analysis of the environmental samples and the Iron Age crucible has been sent
to a specialist. All of the special finds have been entered in an archive which includes an
illustration and photographic record of those items considered worthy. Most of the diagnostic
pottery from the Eilean an Tighe excavations has been drawn and assembled in contextual order
and these data bases should also become available by the end of the year. This season a number
of possible samples have been recovered which may be suitable for C14 dating and this will be
undertaken as soon as possible. Following one more excavation season on Eilean an Tighe in
2006 in order to complete the open areas in the upper settlement area, the data structure report
will form the basis for a full analysis of the artefactual and environmental data, which, combined
with - amongst other aspects - complete topographic survey and documentary research, will lead
to final publication. At present, discussions are taking place on the format for this publication,
with the project team leaning towards it being properly refereed and published on the Shiant
Islands website with free access.
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