
EXCAVATION OF THREE CHAMBERED CAIRNS
AT LOCH CALDER, CAITHNESS

by J. X. W. P. CORCORAN, F.S.A.SCOT.

INTRODUCTION
THREE cairns, Tulach an t-Sionnaich and the two Tullochs of Assery, lie at the northern
end of Loch Calder, in the parish of Halkirk, some five miles SW. of Thurso in
Caithness (fig. i). In June 1961 the writer was invited by the Inspectorate of
Ancient Monuments of the (then) Ministry of Works to excavate the cairns, and
this was completed during the summer of that year. The level of Loch Calder was

FIG. i. Location map (based on O.S. map with permission of the Director General). (The numbering is that
of Henshall, A. S., The Chambered Tombs of Scotland, i, Edinburgh (1963))
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about to be raised, as part of a scheme to increase the county's water supply, by
the construction of a barrage to the N. of the cairns which, as a result, were to be
submerged either completely or partially.

The cairns lie on the Old Red Sandstone of the Thurso Flagstone group, forming
part of the Caithness Flagstone Series.1 This flagstone, usually pale ochre or pale

FIG. 2. Map of northern shore of Loch Calder in 1961

blue in colour, was laid down in a land-locked basin during a series of cycles of
sedimentation deposits, which may be identified by the presence of ripple-marks,
current bedding and fossil land plants, and by the absence of marine fossils. The
ease with which the stone may be split into thin slabs for paving arid roofing has
encouraged the use of Caithness Flagstone as building material in recent times, as
may be seen from vernacular architecture and flagstone dykes in the county. Evi-
dence of intensive working in the past is provided by disused quarries in the vicinity
of Thurso and Loch Calder. Neolithic immigrants were no less appreciative of the
building potential of this flagstone, as shown by their handling of it in the con-
struction of both Tullochs of Assery.

1 Phemister, J., Scotland, The Northern Highlands (British Regional Geology), Edinburgh (1948), 65-67.
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Tulach an t-Sionnaich and the Tullochs of Assery formed part of a group of
chambered cairns centred on Loch Calder (fig. i). The three cairns of differing
plan were situated close together on level ground within 300 ft. of the northern shore
line of the loch, as it was in 1961. The Tullochs of Assery lay 100 ft. apart. Tulach
an t-Sionnaich lay 700 ft. to the E. of Tulloch of Assery A, and all three were situated
approximately 215 ft. above Ordnance Datum (fig. 2).

In the Royal Commission's Inventory for the county1 the description of Tulach an
t-Sionnaich, as it was in 1910, agreed with its appearance fifty years later. The
Tullochs of Assery were described as 'mounds',2 and this name was retained on the
latest edition of the 6-inch Ordnance Survey map, although earlier editions had
referred to 'broughs'. Before excavation it was apparent that the smaller of the two
mounds was a short-horned cairn and, despite the opinion expressed in the Inventory,
the projection of upright stones through the turf mantle of the larger mound was
more suggestive of a chambered cairn than of any other type of structure.

Tulach an t-Sionnaich was excavated during July 1961, with some additional work
at the end of September of that year and in April 1963. The Tullochs of Assery
were excavated during mid-August and the greater part of September ig6i.3 In
this report the horned cairn is referred to as Tulloch of Assery A, and the circular
cairn as Tulloch of Assery B. They are discussed in order of excavation.

SUMMARY
Tulach an t-Sionnaich. A Passage Grave set in a heel-shaped cairn, a type known

hitherto only in the Shetland Isles, formed the southern part of a long complex
structure. Most of the structural details of the former could be paralleled in one or
more of the Shetland cairns. Burnt and unburnt human and animal bone were
found in the paved and possibly corbelled chamber, and a secondary cremation
deposit had been inserted in the forecourt. At some undefined date subsequent to
the main use of the heel-shaped cairn, but possibly at the time Beakers were in use
in Caithness, a long, low stone structure, apparently without chamber or cist, was
added to the cairn. The composite structure was enclosed within a revetment wall
which, in the forecourt of the heel-shaped cairn, overlay cairn slip. A few featureless
sherds of undecorated Neolithic pottery and two sherds of Beaker provided the only
indication of relative dating.

Tulloch of Assery A. A passage, antechamber and chamber opened from each
forecourt of a short-horned cairn, which had a N.-S. orientation. There was some
evidence of structural techniques, including the use of extra-revetment. In the
northern chamber, which had probably been corbelled, burial deposits of unburnt
bone were placed on low stone platforms. Surviving remains of the latest burial lay
in articulation near the entrance to the chamber. There were no artifacts in the
northern chamber. Evidence of extensive disturbance, including an apparent nine-
teenth-century occupation layer, accounted for the almost complete clearance of the

1 The Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland, Third Report and Inventory
of Monuments and Constructions in the County of Caithness, Edinburgh (1911), No. 135 (pp. 38-39) (henceforth
abbreviated to R.C.A.H.M. (Scotland), Caithness).

2 ibid., Nos. 160-1 (p. 44). 3 Preliminary report in Arch. News Letter, vn (1962), 155-9.
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southern chamber. The only artifact of recognisable type was a petit tranchet deri-
vative flint arrowhead which was found in the southern chamber.

Tulloch of Assery B. A large circular cairn enclosed a long, narrow orthostatic
passage, opening from the SE., and a rectangular chamber of Canister type. The
side walls of the latter were of dry-stone walling, reinforced by the use of large slabs
to form end walls and two pairs of projecting orthostats, all of which contributed to
the support of a probable barrel-vault, also of dry-stone construction. Unburnt
human bone lay on a discontinuous paving, below which was a pre-cairn deposit of
burnt bone, charcoal and sherds of undecorated Neolithic pottery. The chamber
was surrounded by a massive inner wall, and there was other evidence of inner
structural reinforcement.
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Finally, I should like to acknowledge the travel grant given by the Court of the
University of Glasgow to enable me to carry out a small supplementary excavation
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TULACH AN T-SIONNAICH ('The Mound of the Fox')1

Before excavation this appeared to be a mound orientated NNW.-SSE., measur-
ing approximately 200 ft. in length, with the higher and broader end towards the
south. Its greatest height was approximately 6 ft., and its average width 40 ft. A
'trench', referred to in the Inventory* and believed to have been excavated across the
cairn at about 50 feet from the southern end, was a prominent feature. The general
appearance was that of a long cairn, possibly disturbed and without evidence of
horns, but retaining most of its structural features. Surface indications suggested
that the principal chambered structure would lie at the S. end, and initial cuttings
were made in that area. It is convenient to describe the heel-shaped cairn and the
northern structure separately, followed by a general discussion of the cairn as a whole.

Heel-Shaped Cairn
Chamber (PI. I)

Excavation revealed a Passage Grave (figs. 4 and 5). The axis of the passage was
aligned some 15° to the W. of the longitudinal axis of the long cairn. The chamber
was approximately square in plan, measured 5 ft. across, and was built of four
orthostats. Two of the latter were already broken at the time of excavation, that
on the E. side being considerably disturbed. As the orthostats were not deeply set
in the subsoil, on account of outcrops, alternative support was necessary. This was
achieved partially by the use of 'buttress' stones and partially by dry-stone walling
built against the outer sides of the orthostats. The N. wall of the chamber was sup-
ported along its whole length by a heavy buttress stone, some 6 in. thick (PI. II, 2).
In the NE. corner the buttress stone rose to a height of 16 in. above the paving of the
chamber, and also gave some support to the E. wall. This buttress stone was placed
in position before the erection of the western orthostat, as its western extremity
underlies the latter. The floor of the chamber was paved with two slabs, both
measuring more than 6 in. in thickness. The western covered approximately three-
quarters of the floor area and the eastern covered most of the remainder. It is
probable that these two heavy floor slabs, together with the heavy sill at the entrance
to the .chamber, were chosen, not merely for paving, but also as partial support for

1 N.G.R. ND 07056192. * R.C.A.H.M. (Scotland), Caithness, No. 135 (pp. 38-39)
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orthostats. Into the space between their outer edges and the orthostats were packed
smaller stones, which also provided support for uprights. On the N., S. and E. sides
the orthostats were backed by roughly built walling. That on the W. side had
collapsed.

There were two structural details in the chamber which were difficult of inter-
pretation. A little less than half-way along the northern orthostat from its W. edge a
small, vertically set stone projected southwards into the chamber (PL II, 2). It was
not set into the ground, but was balanced, partially on the northern 'buttress', and
partially on a small stone resting in turn on a larger stone, which itself lay on the
larger of the two paving stones. It is unlikely that this arrangement was due to
collapse, but its purpose is unknown, unless it was to demarcate the NW. corner of
the chamber where a human cranium had been deposited. The second anomalous
feature, a thin rectangular slab, measuring 2 ft. 6 in. in height and a little over i ft.
in breadth, was similarly supported by stones set on the paving. Its purpose is un-
defined as its length would have been insufficient to contribute to the support of the
roof (PI. II, i). Fragments of human and animal bone were found at its base.

The chamber had been disturbed, particularly on the E. side where the orthostat
had been broken. It is not known whether the roof collapsed as a result of this dis-
turbance, or whether it had fallen previously. There was, therefore, little evidence
of original roofing. It seems improbable that the chamber had been covered by a
single capstone resting directly on the orthostats, as this would have allowed a head-
room of less than 4 ft. In the uppermost levels of the chamber filling there were six
flat slabs, stacked in a nearly vertical position, leaning slightly to the west (PI. Ill, i).
It is probable that these originally formed part of a corbelled roof and that they fell
into the chamber, perhaps when the E. orthostat was disturbed. Such corbelling
would have provided additional head-room of at least a ft. above the orthostats in
the centre of the chamber.

The collapsed corbelling lay on the filling of the chamber, in the disturbed upper
levels of which were many very small fragments of unidentifiable, but probably
unburnt animal, bone. In the southern part of the chamber, to the S. of the stones
identified as collapsed corbelling, and in the adjacent northern part of the passage
there were deposits of charcoal and mollusca. The latter mainly comprised the
common land snail (Cepaea hortensis) and a common species of limpet (Patella (?}vul-
gata) and other marine mollusca.1 These deposits had been tightly packed between
small flat stones which formed the upper levels of the filling of the chamber and
passage, immediately below collapsed roofing material. To the N. of the deposit of
mollusca in the chamber and at the same level, there was a layer of intensely burnt,
but unidentifiable, animal bone, charcoal and burnt earth. It is possible that this
had been deposited while the burnt material was still hot, as the small stones on
which the deposit rested were fire-reddened. Alternatively, it is possible that these
fire-reddened stones had themselves also been brought from a hearth or fire.

The mollusca and animal bones may perhaps be interpreted as remains of food
1 Mollusca were kindly examined and identified by Professor A. J. Cain of the Department of Zoology in

the University of Manchester.



AH cSionnAit

FIG. 3. Tulach an t-Sionnaich: general plan. (The stippled area marks the position of the heel-shaped cairn, cf. fig. 4)
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deposits. It is not known whether they represent the remains of a funerary feast or
were intended as a form of viaticum for the dead. The latter interpretation, however,
may be preferred, as these deposits appear to have been carefully placed in position
as part of the act which accompanied the final filling of the chamber and passage.
Some limpet shells were found with the main human burial deposit in the lower part
of the chamber and these, together with animal bones, may similarly be interpreted
as food offerings. A scatter of animal bone, some of it burnt, and Cepaea hortensis,
immediately to the E. of the northern part of the passage, probably represents part
of the same or a similar deposit disturbed during the destruction of the eastern wall
of the passage.

Beneath the level marked by the upper deposits of shell and animal bones the
remainder of the chamber was filled with a deposit of bone, both human and
animal, the limpet shells already mentioned, and layers of thin, flat stones. The
deposit was approximately i ft. 6 in. thick and lay on the paving stones of the
chamber. Although the E. side-wall of the chamber was disturbed, the actual con-
tents of the chamber appear to have suffered a minimum of interference beyond
that caused by structural collapse. The human remains were not articulated, but
several long bones had been laid alongside the western orthostat of the chamber at
floor level (PL III, 2), and part of a cranium was found in the NW. corner, also at
ground level, and apparently protected by the curious stone arrangement referred
to above. Part of a second cranium was found at a higher level in the chamber,
mixed with other bone, both human and animal, and sandwiched between small,
flat stones.

The bulk of the human remains may be attributed to two individuals, the one
probably an adult male in his early thirties and the second possibly a female in her
late teens. It is also certain that a fragment of mandible belonged to a third, rela-
tively old individual. Some bones which cannot certainly be attributed to either of
the first two individuals, may also belong either to this third, or even to a fourth
individual, particularly as two small fragments of bone are possibly those of an infant.

It is apparent that the remains of the first two individuals referred to were the
last to have been placed in the chamber. As there was no evidence of deliberate
subsequent human interference, it is probable that these human remains were in an
advanced state of disintegration, if not already in a skeletal state, when interred.
The human remains may therefore have temporarily been stored elsewhere, perhaps
in an ossuary, prior to interment in the chamber. The fragmentary remains of a
third, and possibly a fourth, individual are more difficult of interpretation. They
may represent fragments of previous interments, the bulk of which had previously
been removed from the chamber. Alternatively, they may represent fragments of
burials which had already reached an advanced state of disintegration in an ossuary,
and which intentionally or unintentionally were deposited with the principal burials.

The human remains, as already noticed, were sandwiched between layers of
small, flat stones and animal bones. Most of the latter may be interpreted as remains
of food offerings. They included domesticated cattle and red deer, and possibly bird
and fish. The mollusca referred to also appear to have been part of a food offering.
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FIG. 4. Tulach an t-Sionnaich: plan of heel-shaped cairn
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Of greater significance, perhaps, are the remains of two dogs. The greater part
of the skeleton of a mature animal was found in the middle of the main burial
deposit in the chamber in a position which suggested that this animal, like the human
remains, had been deposited in an ossuary and subsequently placed in the chamber.
The skeleton was not articulated. There were also the remains of a young animal.
These included an intact skull, found with a limpet shell and charcoal, and tightly
packed into the gap between the eastern orthostat and the paving slab in the
extreme SE. corner of the chamber. Unlike the remaining bones in the chamber,
which were free of earth, the skull was tightly packed with earth and small stones.
This may have been caused by flooding of the chamber; the skull lay at a lower level
than most of the other bones in the chamber, and would therefore have been affected
by flooding, which may not have risen sufficiently high to affect the rest of the
deposit.

The whole deposit in the chamber was capped by a layer of mollusca, animal
bone, some of it intensely burnt and unidentifiable, and charcoal. Details of animal
bone are given in Appendices A and B.

The passage was 7 ft. long and was lined by dry-stone walling, built partially
on the ground level and partially supported on upright stones (PL III, 3). The basal
courses only of the E. wall survive, but the W. side of the passage adjacent to the
chamber survived to a height of 3 ft. 6 in., and had been protected by a large slab
which had probably been chosen as seating for roofing stones. It is probable that
this was the original height of the passage, and its width of 2 ft. at the entrance,
widening to 3 ft. at the inner end, could have been spanned by stone available
locally. Roofing had not survived in situ, although two large slabs overlying the
southern and more disturbed area towards the entrance of the passage may have
formed part of the roof at that point. In addition to the heavy sill-stone at the
entrance to the chamber, there was discontinuous paving in the passage and a
second sill at its entrance. Across the entrance to the passage proper there was a
carefully laid blocking of flat stones of varying size, surmounted by a large slab,
chosen probably for the stability it would have offered.

On account of disturbance and robbing, precise details of the contents of the
passage are unknown. A small part of the main burial deposit appears to have
slipped from the chamber into the adjacent northern part of the passage. There was
no evidence of a deliberate filling elsewhere in the passage, and the very few frag-
ments of bone found probably represent pieces dropped during either the filling or
the clearance of the chamber. The few finds from chamber and passage are dis-
cussed below (p. i4f.).

Cairn (figs. 4 and 5)
The outer ends of the walls of the passage were bonded into a revetment wall,

which originally was probably circular in plan, and which enclosed the whole of the
central area of this part of the cairn. This revetment was best preserved to the W.
of the entrance, but it could also be traced on the E. side for a distance of 18 ft.
Sufficient remained to suggest that its original diameter was approximately 35 ft.,
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assuming that it was circular. Between the E. side of the chamber and passage and
the revetment wall was an inner wall, rather roughly built, but quite stable. At its
S. extremity this wall was bonded into the rear of the E. side of the passage. Thence
its line could be traced for a distance of 18 ft. until it was lost in disturbed cairn
material. It survived to within a few inches of the humus, and was curved in plan.
On the W. side there was no trace of similar walling, but there had been considerable
disturbance in that area of the cairn. This inner wall was probably oval in plan,
and was intended both to bear some of the thrust from the chamber area, and to
consolidate the walling built against the orthostats of the chamber. Between the
outer revetment wall and the inner wall, to the E. of the chamber, two large flat
slabs were set at an angle of 45° towards the chamber. They, too, were probably
intended to support structural thrust from the chamber area. Elsewhere within the
circular revetment the cairn was built of small, flat, horizontally set flagstones.

Immediately to the S. of the entrance there was a slightly curved setting of five
large stones, considerably larger than the average stones of the body of the cairn,
and forming part of the basal layer of a concave facade. The latter was built across
the entrance to the passage, and almost touched the circular revetment wall at each
side. The original height of the fagade is unknown, due to disturbance, but it is un-
likely to have exceeded three or four courses in thickness above the massive basal
course. Between the facade and outer revetment wall cairn material was so built
that it masked the lower courses of the revetment wall. This was best preserved in
the area to the E. of the entrance (PI. I).

Owing to disturbance, both prehistoric and recent, it was not possible to recover
either the complete plan of the facade or the side walls of the heel-shaped cairn. On
the E. side of the cairn two lines of well-built dry-stone walling converged and met at
a large vertical buttress stone, set at right angles to the walls some 24 ft. from the S.
end of the cairn (PL IV, i ) . The two walls were approximately in alignment with
the passage, splaying slightly outwards in plan towards the SE. limit of the cairn.
The inner wall stood in places to a height of 2 ft. and the outer to a height of i ft.
Both walls abutted on to a large flat slab, the shape and position of which continued
the outward splay of the walls. The original junction of facade and side wall at the
SE. corner was apparently disturbed in prehistoric times by the construction of the
wall which incorporated the heel-shaped cairn into the long cairn. It is therefore
unknown whether an upright stone had originally stood here and at the SW. corner,
a common feature in heel-shaped cairns. Near both corners, however, large stones,
which may once have stood upright, were lying on the former ground surface.
Sockets for them could not be identified, but it would have been possible for them to
have been set upright, as at least one of their sides would have provided a stable
base. It is also possible that any such upright stones would have been deliberately
thrown down when the later enclosing wall was built.

The W. side of the heel-shaped cairn was disturbed and robbed, so that very little
survived and the exact position of the side wall could not be identified. Assuming
that the heel-shaped cairn was symmetrically planned, comparison with the position
of the E. wall in relation to the passage and diameter of the circular revetment wall,
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FIG. 5. Tulach an t-Sionnaich: plan of passage and chamber


