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ABSTRACT 

Alder Archaeology Ltd carried out a watching brief AE17 on foundation works for a house 
extension behind Clunie Cottage, Back Dykes, Abernethy, on the N edge of the historic core 
of the village.  The foundation works revealed a dark garden soil with modern finds, over a 
reddish brown sandy subsoil.  A stone wall foundation appeared to be contemporary with the 
cottage, of 18th or 19th-century date.   

The work was funded by the owners, Mr and Mrs McGhie.   
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1 Background 
1.1 Introduction 

Greg Ferrier commissioned Alder Archaeology on behalf of his clients Susan and 
Murdo McGhie to undertake an archaeological watching brief on the site of a house 
extension to the rear of Clunie Cottage, Back Dykes, Abernethy, Perthshire, at NO 
18935 16549.  The development area is about 40 m2, within the garden to the rear (N) 
of the house, which stands on the N side of Back Dykes, Abernethy (actually, despite 
its name, now the main road through the village), and directly to the E of Station Road.  
(The railway still passes through Abernethy, a little to the N of the site, but the 
eponymous station is long gone.)   

The work (site code AE17) was undertaken on Friday 08th and Monday 11th October, in 
rather overcast weather conditions.  The requirement was to observe and record 
stripping of topsoil in preparation for the house extension.   

The work was designed to satisfy the archaeological condition on development 
application reference 10/00884/FLL.   

1.2 Aims and Objectives 
The main aim of this investigation was to observe, investigate and record any 
archaeological remains exposed during the preparation of the house extension site.  

1.3 Reporting 
The present document has been prepared as the final report on this watching brief.  
Copies will be sent to the client, The Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical 
Monuments of Scotland and Perth and Kinross Historic Environment Record.  

1.4 Planning and Curatorial Issues 
This Watching Brief is the final part of a programme of archaeological work designed 
to satisfy the outstanding archaeological condition on the planning consent for this 
development.   

1.5 Acknowledgements 
We wish to thank Sarah Winlow of PKHT who provided Terms of Reference for this 
project, and the staff of Eles Building Services Ltd, Glenfarg for their co-operation on 
site.  Susan and Murdo McGhie funded this WB. 

2 Details of Work  
2.1 The Site (Illus 1) 

The house extension lies directly to the N of Clunie Cottage, and on the W directly 
abuts a high stone garden wall (001), which divides the site from Station Road.  Access 
to the site is from Station Road, through a gate in the NW corner of the garden.  The 
ground slopes down slightly to the N and E.  To the E and N the site is bounded by the 
gardens of neighbouring properties.   
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Before the construction of the extension, the garden was mostly a grass lawn, with a 
small cement slab patio adjacent to Clunie Cottage and accessed by french windows 
from the house.  Towards the N of the garden was an area of shrubbery and bushes, and 
then a gravel drive running E – W beside the N boundary of the garden, and leading out 
into Station Road. 

2.2 Archaeological Potential 
The historic core of Abernethy is on higher ground, surrounding the parish church and 
adjacent early Christian round tower, about 100 m to the S of the present site.  Back 
Dykes, as its name implies, is on the N fringe of the historic core, although the main 
through road and the railway have brought the modern axis of the village farther N.   

Settlement in Abernethy dates from the early medieval period with the establishment of 
a Culdee monastery in the seventh or eighth centuries AD, later to become an 
Augustinian Priory in 1272.  This monastic settlement, one of the most significant 
within the Perth and Kinross area, would have been a busy hub of medieval life.   

Archaeological works carried out in advance of development further east along Back 
Dykes and the east of Main Street for the new primary school and housing uncovered 
the remains of a medieval kiln or oven, cobbled surfaces and possible structures.  
Further evidence of prehistoric activity, including the remains of a souterrain (an 
underground storage chamber) was also identified on the Primary School site. 

As the present site appeared to have escaped modern development and disturbance, it 
was thought that, despite its very small size, it might preserve evidence of medieval and 
earlier activity. 

2.3 Archaeological Method 
The footprint of the new extension was stripped in layers under archaeological 
supervision, and recorded by a measured plan, photographs and notes.  The site was 
stripped using a small, rubber-tracked mini-excavator fitted with a ditching bucket, 
working S – N, ie from the house to the bottom of the garden, and emptying into a 
small dumper.  This in turn carried the spoil out through the garden gate to a skip 
parked in Station Road, which was taken away and emptied at intervals.   

The very confined nature of the site, and the practical difficulties of getting the skip 
emptied and replaced, caused the work to proceed intermittently, requiring a short visit 
on the first day and two very short visits on the second, rather than a single continuous 
process.  As the archaeologist was based nearby in Perth, it was possible to 
accommodate this fairly economically. 

2.4 Results of Investigations 
After the removal of the patio slabs adjacent to the house, a layer of brown bedding 
sand (002) was found, about 50 mm deep.  Under this was a layer of black garden soil 
(003), about 0.2 m deep at the N end, but deeper to the S.  This contained occasional 
fragments of 19th and 20th-century pottery, glass bottles and a glass bead.  It also 
contained the battered remains of an electronic appliance, probably the chassis of an old 
radio or television, evidently of mid 20th-century date.    
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Buried within the topsoil (003) was a lime-mortared sandstone rubble wall foundation 
(004), 0.25 m wide, 0.2 m deep and about 6.8 m long.  It was parallel to and exactly ten 
feet (3.05 m) E of the standing garden wall (001) (measured face to face), and its S end 
appeared to be aligned on a corner of the existing Clunie Cottage.   

Under the topsoil (003) and the wall foundation (004) was a reddish-brown sandy 
subsoil (005), apparently natural, 0.6 m down from the surface and sloping down gently 
N and E.   

As all finds appeared to be modern, they were not retained. 

3 Interpretation 
The subsoil (005) appeared to be undisturbed natural.  The topsoil (003) had evidently 
been reworked well into modern times.  The wall foundation (004) had no obviously 
datable features, but its position and alignment clearly show that it is contemporary 
with the existing house and garden walls, which appear to date mostly from the 19th or 
possibly 18th centuries.  It probably served as an internal division with the back garden 
of Clunie Cottage.  

4 Conclusions and Recommendations 
This site has preserved no evidence of pre-modern activity, perhaps because of its 
location on the margin of historical settlement.  However the ground conditions, with 
an easily recognisable naturals subsoil preserved under well-defined topsoil, would 
easily preserve cut features and other evidence where it existed, and may yet do so on 
other sites along Back Dykes.   

In the present site, excavation is now complete, and no further work is recommended.   

5 Bibliography 
Alder Archaeology, Clunie Cottage, Back Dykes,  Abernethy, Archaeological 
Monitoring, Written Scheme of Investigation, 2010 

Perth and Kinross Heritage Trust  Terms of Reference for Archaeological Monitoring, 
New Extension at Clunie Cottage, Back Dykes, Abernethy  2010.   
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Appendix 1 Context Register 

No Description 

001 W garden wall.  Whin and sandstone mortared rubble with D-shaped coping.   

002 Brown sand in SW corner, under paving slabs.  50 mm deep.  Modern 

003 Black garden soil under 002.  19th and 20th-cent pot, bottles, beads, etc.  About 0.2 
m deep at S end.  Deeper to N.  Ground falls gently to N.   

004 Lime mortared rubble wall foundation, set in 003.  0.25 m wide, 0.2 m deep, 
parallel to 001, aligned on corner of existing house.  Early modern, eg 18th – 19th 
cent.  3.05 m (10’) E of 001, edge to edge. 

005 Reddish brown sandy subsoil, 0.6 m down, slopes down gently N and E.   

  

Appendix 2 Photographic Register 

Images View Context Description 

   Friday 08th October 2010 

001 S  External view of site, from Station Road. 

002 - 3 SE  External view of site, from Station Road.  Tower in 
background. 

004 S  Internal view of site. 

005 W 004 Internal view of site, with wall 004 

006 SW 004 Internal view of site, with wall 004 

007 - 8 E 004 Detail of wall 004 in section. 

009 - 10 S  School Wynd and Tower from near site. 

011 N  Clunie Cottage façade from Back Dyke 

012 N  Station Road and W end of cottage. 

013 W 004 Wall 004 fully excavated. 
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Images View Context Description 

014 - 15 S 004 N end of wall 004 

016 N 004 Wall 004 fully excavated. 

017 – 18  E  Moving the garden shed (Stonehenge technology) 

019 NNW  Contractor’s van with contact details.  Eles Building 
Services Ltd, Glenfarg.   

    

   Monday 11th October 2010 

020 W 005 General view of site 

021 S 005 General view of site 

022 E 005 General view of site 

023 N 005 General view of site 

026 NE  Site fully excavated, with new build marked out. 

027 NW  Site fully excavated, with new build marked out. 

028 E  Detail of E section. 

029 E  Detail of old TV chassis. 

030 S  Site fully excavated, with new build marked out. 

031 W  Site fully excavated, with new build marked out. 

Appendix 3 Drawing Register 

Sheet No. Description Scale 

001 Site Plan 1:40 
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Appendix 4 Discovery & Excavation in Scotland Entry 

LOCAL AUTHORITY: Perth and Kinross 

PROJECT TITLE/SITE NAME:  Clunie Cottage, Back Dykes, Abernethy 

PROJECT CODE: AE17 

PARISH:  Abernethy 

NAME OF CONTRIBUTOR(S):  David Bowler 

NAME OF ORGANISATION:  Alder Archaeology Ltd 

TYPE(S) OF PROJECT: Watching Brief 

NMRS NO(S):  n/a 

SITE/MONUMENT TYPE(S):  Early Medieval Settlement 

SIGNIFICANT FINDS:  None 

NGR (2 letters, 8 or 10 figures) Site centred on  

START DATE  08 October 2010 

END DATE  11 October 2010 

PREVIOUS WORK  n/a 

MAIN (NARRATIVE) 
DESCRIPTION:  
(May include information from 
other fields) 

Alder Archaeology Ltd carried out a watching brief AE17 on foundation works 
for a house extension behind Clunie Cottage, Back Dykes, Abernethy, on the N 
edge of the historic core of the village.  The foundation works revealed a dark 
garden soil with modern finds, over a reddish brown sandy subsoil.  A stone 
wall foundation appeared to be contemporary with the cottage, of 18th or 19th-
century date.   

The work was funded by the owners, Mr and Mrs McGhie.   

PROPOSED FUTURE WORK:  None 

SPONSOR OR FUNDING 
BODY:  

Mr and Mrs McGhie. 

CAPTIONS FOR ILLUSTRS none 

ADDRESS OF MAIN 
CONTRIBUTOR:  

Alder Archaeology Ltd, 55 South Methven Street, Perth PH1 5NX 

ARCHIVE LOCATION 
(intended) 

NMRS 

EMAIL ADDRESS: Director@AlderArchaeology.co.uk 

mailto:Director@AlderArchaeology.co.uk�
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Appendix 5 Standard Terms of Reference for all Fieldwork 

5.1 Recording Methodology 
Alder Archaeology employs a Single Context Recording System that allows full cross-referencing of 
stratigraphy, finds and environmental samples, as well as site-wide phasing.  All features will be planned 
at scale 1:20, and sections drawn at scale 1:10.  Sections and profiles will be drawn and all features will 
be photographed with metric scale included.  Environmental samples will be taken from archaeologically 
significant contexts, if the analysis of these samples would aid significantly in the interpretation of any 
features identified. 

5.2 Human Remains 
If human remains are encountered they will be left in situ and the local police will be informed.  If 
removal is required this will take place in compliance with Historic Scotland’s Policy Paper The 
Treatment of Human Remains in Archaeology. 

5.3 Products and Reporting 
A Data Structure Report will normally be prepared within a period agreed within the Written Scheme of 
Investigation/ Project Design, after the completion of the fieldwork.  This forms the basic level of 
reporting.  Further reporting may be required on the basis of discoveries made during excavations. 

A copy of the report and the project archive will be deposited in the NMRS.  Further copies will be sent 
to the client, LAAO and others, as appropriate. 

5.4 Artefacts 
Finds of objects will be subject to the Scots Laws of Treasure Trove and Bona Vacantia.  We will report 
such finds, if recovered, with supporting documentation to the Secretariat of the Treasure Trove Panel for 
disposal to the appropriate museum. 

5.5 Discovery and Excavation in Scotland 
A brief summary of the results will be submitted to Discovery and Excavation in Scotland. 

5.6 General Conditions and Health and Safety 
We adhere to the Code of Conduct of the Institute for Archaeologists. 

Alder Archaeology Ltd has public liability insurance of £2,000,000.  Details of this can be provided on 
request. 

We operate a strict health and safety policy and conforms to the Health and Safety at Work Act.  We 
undertakes Risk Assessments on all fieldwork carried out. 

Alder Archaeology representatives will at all times wear protective footwear, high visibility clothing and 
other appropriate clothing.  Hard hats will be worn if there is active plant on site or at all times if the site 
is deemed a hard hat area. 

If lightly contaminated deposits are uncovered disposable boiler suits and gloves will be worn.  A source 
of clean water will be made available for staff to clean hands with.  If the health risk posed by site 
contamination is felt to be too high all further archaeological work will stop in that area. 


	1 Background
	1.1 Introduction
	1.2 Aims and Objectives
	1.3 Reporting
	1.4 Planning and Curatorial Issues
	1.5 Acknowledgements

	2 Details of Work 
	2.1 The Site (Illus 1)
	2.2 Archaeological Potential
	2.3 Archaeological Method
	2.4 Results of Investigations

	3 Interpretation
	4 Conclusions and Recommendations
	5 Bibliography

