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Major_parts of this work are the results of a survey of crannogs
in Loch Tay and excavations carried out underwater at Oakbank
Crannog, Loch Tay between 1979 and 1983. Descriptive interim
reports have been published elsewhere throughout that time (see

References folloﬁing page 288) but they do not cover in depth or

breadth the work included here.



Abstract.

Crannogs are artificial islands found in Scottish and Irish

lochs. They were built as early as the late Bronze Age and
inhabited as late as the post-Mediaeval Period. Examinations,
surveys and excavations were carried out, mainly on drained
sites, in the nineteenth century. In the long term the early
work has been neglected and the few rescue excavations from the
twentieth century have added little to the general view. This
study examines the shortcomings and problems of past research on
Scottish crannogs and explains why the time is now right for
further studies.

¢

Past excavators indicated the excellent state of
preservation of organic materials on the waterlogged sites. They
ranged from textiles to timbers and if subjected to rigorous

study using modern archaeological techniques a great deal of
important information, not available from dry sites, could become
available. The social conditions and lifestyle of past groups

and communities and their domestic, agricultural and industrial
skills may be seen with greater clarity. The relationship

between local contemporary groups may be examined and wider
regional contacts and influences become clearer.

The archaeological implications of draining totally
waterlogged sites, the damage caused and the ensuing difficulties

of excavation are compared with the benefits and disadvantages of
excavation underwater.

In 1979 a survey of the crannogs in Loch Tay was carried out
to establish the number of sites in the loch, the
interrelationship of sites and their place in the landscape. The

form and quality of the remains were recorded with the ultimate
aim of establishing the suitability of a site for excavation.

The first underwater excavation of a crannog commenced in 1980
and the three seasons of work carried out so far are discussed.
The results have confirmed the excellent state of preservation of
environmental and archaeological material, as indicated by past

work, and this thesis reports the technical feasibililty,
financial viability and archaeological value of excavating
crannogs underwater.
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Chapter One

Introduction.

1.1

A wide range of wetland sites have now been recognised in
bogs and lakes throughout Europe. Some require no more than
wellington boots and planks across the site to enable excavation
while others are in depths of water requiring the use of diving
equipnient., The benefit of them all is the excellent state of
preservation of organic materials which is nct found on cry land

sites. Potentially the most productive sites are those which
have been totally submerged and are never exposed above the water
since even occasjonal exposure is encugh to cause both biological

decay and mechanical damage to some extent.

Crannogs are part of the large group of sites which come
under the general heading of lake-dwellings and many of them are
totally submerged beneath the lochs of Scotland and Ireland., In

fact a study of references to lake dwellings indicates that

crannogs are restricted to these two countries. They are usually



compared to the type of Swiss lake sites called 'fascine?
dwellings as defined by Ferdinand Keller in 186 but research has
shown that manytof the Swiss sites were not built as he had
proposed and were often in fact built on the side of lakes, not

in the water, while the crannogs, according to evidence presented

in this thesis, may originally have been true plle dwellings and

were certainly built in open water,

The form of crannogs as they appear in the landscape now 1is

usually either that of a small boulder island with a covering of

trees or shrubs or a barc boulder mound beneath the water not
usually visible from the shore., During their occupation a
general description would be of a timber house, usually round,

with a thatched roof, surrounded by a wooden walkway and possibly

a stockade. A jetty or harbour may have been appended and/or a

gangway may have led to the shore (fig 1).

Sufficient work has not yet been carried out on the

recognition and survey of crannogs to enable the formation of a

clear definition. There is no reason to suppose that natural

islands were not inhabited at the same time as artificial ones
and it is likely that between the two lay a range of natural
sites modified to one extent or another by man. At what point
does a modified natural island beconme a crannog? The question
- cannot be answered at the present time and since the cultural

impliéations of an examination of the whole range of sites 1is

more important than mere desbriptive distinctions it may never be

particularly relevant.
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It is also not possible to construct a classification of

crannogs due to the lack of data relating to their form or

function. Past researchers suggested a clear distinction between
stone and timber-based sites but Chapter 10 of this work

indicates by the results of excavation that both timber and stone

phases are found on the same site and that the boulder cover

which is the criterion for defining stone crannogs is a result of
rebuilding or modifying existing timber crannogs. In fact, the

structural sequences postulated in the past are questioned and

alternatives are proposed.

Other sites exist in Scotland which at first sight may not

appear to be crannogs but unless their foundations are examined
there is no certainty that they were not constructed upon the

remains of earlier artificial islands. These sites include some
duns, brochs and mediaeval stone castles all of which are found
in Scottish lochs and are exemplified by Dun Breinish, Leeh an

Duin, North Uist (Blundell 1913, fig 20), Clickhimmin Broch,
Shetland (Hamilton 1968) and Loch Doon Castle, Ayrshire

(Fairbairn 1936). These substantial stone sites may have
required solid be@rock for a firm foundation but evidence from
elsewhere suggests that this %s not necessarily so. An island lin
the Loch of Kinellan, Inverness-shire, covering an arca of about
half an acre supported substantial stone buildings which were
inhabited up to the late mediaeval period yet excavation showed

that the main part of the island's foundation consisted of the

remains of earlier timber structures and that it was completely



artificial (Fraser 1917).

For the purposes of this work a crannog is considered to be
any artificial or mainly artificial island which does not readily

encroach upon the criteria defining other types of site such as

those mentioned above., It is accepted that crannog remains may

underlie these and other classes of monument and that this may be
demonstrated by survey or excavation in the future. Such 2

tenuous definition “is hardly satisfactory but until more work 1is

carried out in this field it is not conasidered reasonable or

possible to be more exact.

Crannogs are usually placed under the heading of lake

dwellings and are seen as being in some way related to other
sites throughout Europe with a lacustrine connection, no natter
how tenuous., A brief outline of the sort of-sites which are
generally accepted as lake dwellings in Britain and on the

Continent will show their diversity and their contrast with

crannogs in almost every case.,

1.1 JIreland

The only other country where crannogs have definitely been
jdentified is Ireland, with four hundred sites known by 1951
(Raftery 1951, 37). There is little doubt that many of the

Scottish and Irish sites are similar according to the many



observations and a number of excavations which have been carried

out this century. Systematic work was carried out by H.O.
Hencken in the 1930s and '40s with excavations at Lagore and
Balinderry crannogs (Hencken 1937, 1942, 1951) but overall the
evidence from Ireland is diverse and confused. Sites date from
lpossibly the Neolithic and certainly the Bronze Age as in the

case of Lough Eskragh, Co. Tyrone (Williams 1978) and were used

extensively according to historical references in the mediaeval
period. A recent paper (Lynn 1983) suggests that there is
insufficient evidence to date any of the Irish crannogs before
600 AD., Since a number of Scottish sites have radiocarbon dates

in the first five centuries of the first millenium BEC it would

seen unlikely that similar types of site in Ireland were only

constructed so much later.

However, most of the Irish crannogs fall into the early
Christ;an pe;iod and in this group are some very rich sites
including the royal centre of Lagore which was the first crannog
ever to be examined in archaeological terms in 1839 (Wilde 1840).

and was comprehensively excavated by Hencken (1950, 1-248). The

wealth of finds from the site and the complexity of structural

features are more than can be adequately covered here.

It is not possible from the quality of the evidence so far
avallable to establish the range of types of lake dwelling found
in Ireland but it seems to range from free-standing pile

dwellings to lakeside dwellings built on the edges of the loughs

and later inundated. The latter are well displayed at Lough



Eskragh, Co. Tyrone (Williams 1978) where both crannogs and

lakeside sites are in evidence but the number and position of

habitation areas in the waters around the edge of the lough
suggest that it may have been smaller during earlier periods at

which time these sites would have been at the water's edge.

The temporal range, the variety of form and the sheer

quantity of the Irish sites makes it impossible to do more¢ than
indicate the potential of the material. Little systematic work

is going on there at the moment but the potential of these sites

for work to modern standards is clear.

1.2 Englapnd and Wales

A number of so-called pile dwellings have been recorded from
England but none of them, on examination of the literature,
indicate the existence of sites like crannogs. A number of small
meres in Suffolk and Norfolk when drained in the past have been
shown to have bones of animals and piles embedded in the bottom
(Munro 1882, 290) but no reports of distinct timber-framed mounds
are recorded. A site at Barmston, Holderness, East Yorkshire was
regarded as a plle structure and possible lake-~dwelling

(Munro 1882, 301) but Varley, who excavated it recently did not

accept theilake-dwelling label (1668).



The important and extensive Iron Age sites of Glastonbury

and Mcare in the Somerset Levels have been shown through recent

evaluation to have been built on areas of peat, in the case of

Meare some distance from open water (Avery 1968, Tratman 1970,
Clarke 1972). These were extensive villages without the form of
artificial islands and possibly with a wider diversity of
functions than the grcat majority of crannogs. Thelr occupation

at a time when Scottish sites were also in use emphasises a

general exploitation of abundant wetlands at that time and the
fact that such sites did not apparently persist -in-England long
after the first two centuries of the first mililenium AD points as

much to substantial changes in the landscape as to cultural

developnents.

A site first reported in the nineteenth:century in Llangorse
Lake, Brecon, Wales is the only reference that indicates a
possibie crannog. IThe site was apparentlf an island in the lake
with a stockade, timber floor and deposits of charcoal and

food-refuse (Munro 1890, 464). There is no record of the site

being examined subsequently and only field survey would establish

whether it was a crannog.



1.3 Continental Jlake-dwellinegs

In continental Europe a large number of wetland sites have
been discovered in recent years and work has continued on many of

the sites recognised in the nineteenth century (Munro 1690).

The most commonly recorded lake-dwellings and those which
are best known are the sites in Switzerland. As early as thc

seventeenth century fishermen and antiquarians knew of thec
existence of masses of timbers in many locations and often

collected antiquities from the lake-bed with the use of forked

poles. However, it was in 1854 when the lake levels fell

unusually low that the full extent of the sites and the
well=-preserved archaeological material from them was realised.
They were oviginally-reconstructed by Ferdinand Keller as
free~-standing pile dwellings built over the water zand isolated

from the shore except for a wooden gangway (Keller 1866, 3 - 8).

A great deal of research has been carried out regarding the

Swiss sites and it is now clear that they were in fact built and
rebuilt during a number of periocds on the sides of the lakes and
were never surrounded by open water except during floods at which

time they were abandoned (Ruoff 1980, 148). There is therefore
little in terms of structural comparability with the Scottish and
Irish sites and Dr. Ruoff vho has been intimately involved in
the Swiss work for over twenty years admits to ncver having seen

a site like a Scottish crannog in Swiss waters (pers. comn,).



e e

The great majority of lake-dwellings so far disccvered in

Europe compare with the Swiss sites and contrast with the

crannogs but a discovery at Fiave, Trentino, Italy, shows that

free-standing pile structures did exist in the Bronze Age (Ruoff

1980, 149)., A timber platform supported by piles extended from a
small island into the lake. But even in this case the site is an

appendage to an existing natural feature and built from a

different concept than the crannogs.

Crannogs were once seen as western outliers of the Central

European lake-dwelling group but they can now be vicwed as a type
of site restricted in distribution to Scotland and Ireland and
therefore important iIn clarifying the cultural developmncnt of the
people in these countries. The construction of crannogs is no
longer seen as a borrowing from outside but as a concept

initiated and developed by the indigenous populatiocn.
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Chapter TwoO

Scottish Crannogs: Backeground

Much of the evidence from crannogs points to their use as

secure settlements with an economy based on agriculture. A range
of craft industries was also carried on., Thils genera

description could be applied to many of the small scettlement
sites such as brochs, duns, palisaded settlements and hut-circles
found throughout Scotland so the evlidence fromoné type nmay well
be of relevance to the understanding of others. Howecvcer, the
size of crannogs varies much more than most of the other sites
and it may be that in cases where large and small crannogs are
found in close proximity, as in the case of Loch Tay described

below (Chapter Eight), some evidence of specialised functions or

social'structure may be implied.

The fact that farming was carried cut is shown by nunmerous
finds of querns, pollens of cereal and weeds of cultivation and

well-preserved ards for tilling the ground from Milton Loch
(Piggott 1953, 143) and Oakbank crannog (see Chapter 11). Animal

bones indicate on many sites the type of animals kept and their

exploitation for food, textiles and implements of bone and horn.

Craft industries ranged from spinning and weaving shown by

spindle whorls and loom weights, to carpentry and joinery in both

the tools and the results in the form of wboden artefacts and
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structural timbers, Metalworking, probably small-scale snmithing
since ore smelting would be too complex and dangerous on a timber

island, is displayed in the form of crucibles, slag and in the

case of Buston crannog in Ayrshire, globules of gold., This may

imply both mining and smelting on shore sites assoclated with the

crannogs.

Resultis of work in the nineteenth century indicated the use
of crannogs:from the Roman Iron Age to the mediaeval period but

modern research shows that they were built as early as the late

Bronze Age in Scotland (see below Appendix H). Radiocarbon dates

and finds testify to occupation from the seventh or eighth
centuries BC to the seventeenth century AD and at almest every
stage between these dates., Although many of the later sites were
substantially stone-built, for most of the time the artificial
islands supported timber structures. Crannogs seem to have been
the longest-lasting type of defended homestead in Britain. It is
likely that the protection they were built to offer was as nuch

for the defence of livestock from wolves, bears and wild cats as

it was for the safely of the humans. It may also have been to

store grain in rodent-free conditions.

The question is raised whether the islands were early
constructions frcom a partieulér period on which a dwelling was
built in later times of conflict or whether the skill of
constrﬁctihg artificial islands in timber was passed down through
the ages presumablf until the seventeenth century when they

ceased to be used. No clear evidence has been derived from past



12

work as to the initial date of construction though many sites
chronologically assigned by the dating of finds from occupation
phases were probably built at much earlier periods than

indicated., This is clearly shown in the case of Milton Loch

Crannog (Piggott 1953) which is discussed in Chapters 4 and 5.

The reasons why people would go to the trouble of bullding

artificial islands in water sometimes more than 8 m deep may be

more than for safety alone. The location of many crannogs
suggests that they were deliberately sited off an area of
cultivable land. It may have been necessary to clear wcodland

and shrubs before cultivation could begin and the cut timbers

would supply the material for building the crannog. In order to

utilise the cleared ground as soon as possible a house which did
not encroach upon that ground would be an advantage. The task of
transporting timbers to the site would be easier if they could be
floated out and the continuing problem of transportation around
the edée of the stecep-sided loch for hunting, fishing and

wild-fowling would also be diminished if water transport was

used.

- Past work led to the conclusion that crannogs were
concentrated in tﬁe south-west of Scotland but this is now seen

as related to the emphasis of'arohaeological work in that area
and nodern survey shows that the concentration in the highlards

is no less than in the lowlands (see below, Chapters 8 and 9).

Since lochs have not in many cases been affected by industrial

development in the same way as on land, it is almost certain that
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a higher percentage of crannogs than land sites will be
preserved. Although lochs wcre drained, particularly in the

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, for agrlicultural purposes

there is likely to have been much less overall destruction than

on good cultivable soils.

Another important aspect of the wide distribution of

crannogs is that they are shown to overlie the boundaries of

accepted artificial and natural divisions of Scotland. They are

found in both the highland and lowland areas as has already been
stated, but they are also found in three of the four provinces

described by Piggott (1966) and may provide tests for the

accuracy of such divisions in cultural terms since not only will
exotic durables be conserved but also a wide range of domestic

paraphernalia made of wood and other organic materials.

One of the nmost importanﬁiaspects of the remains of
artificial islands is that because they are in or more often
under water organic materials from delicate textiles to massive
timbers are in an excellent state of preservation. The
importance of wood not only to prehistoric communities but up to
the recent past and the great number of domestic and industrial
tools and implements made of wood which would have been commonly

used has been recognised (Coles 1982, 1-6). However, few sites

can offer the conditions required for preservation. The number
and distribution of crannogs means that a great range of

well-preserved material is now available for future study.
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A brief appraisal of the modern archaeological literature
will show that crannogs as either a wide ranging group of

settlement sites or repositories of well-preserved organic
material are hardly mentioned. This was not always the case., 1In

the late nineteenth century when Robert Munro was at his peak and
concentrating on crannogs they were an important and
well~-recognised type of site. By 1914 the subject of lake
dwellings was considered important enough to justify an entry of
more than 17,000 wofds in the Encvelopedia of Religion and
Ethics. In 1935 and 1940 in The Prehistory of Scotland and
Prehistoric Commupities of the British Isles, Childe still saw
crannogs as a significant element in the archaeological record
though in the 1940 volume he was laying the emphasis on the rich

oy W

Irish sites and Glastonbury.

In 1949 Stu;r't' Piggott in British Prehistory referred to
crannocgs as gircular houses on a platform of timber and brushwood
'...in the Glastonbury manner, but a sufficiently obvious and
common technique to have little or no cultural significance! (p.

183). The references to crannogs were in terms of tkeir

similarity to sites in the Isle of Man, Ireland and England and

by 1962 in The Prehistoric Peoples of Scotland he made no

reference at all to crannogs. In the last twenty years few

writers have considered crannogs. Alcock, as a specialist in the
Dark Ages, discussed them in Aprthur's Britain, but emphasised
their wealth and the Irish royzl <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>