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A LONG, STALLED CAIRN, THE KNOWE OF YARSO, IN
ROUSAY, ORKNEY. By J. GRAHAM CALLANDER,
LL.D., F.S.A.ScoT., DIRECTOR OF THE NATIONAL MUSEUM OF
ANTIQUITIES, AND WALTER G. GRANT, F.S.A.Scor.

In many parts of the island of Rousay the land rises from the shore
in a series of shelves or flat, narrow plateaux, exposing, in places, a
face of much weathered flagstone rock of the Old Red Sandstone forma-
tion. On the south-western slopes of Blotchnie Fiold, the highest hill
in Rousay, 821 feet high, which lies in the south part of the island over-
loocking Eynhallow Sound, these shelves are prominent features in the
landscape, as will be seen in fig. 2. In the area known as Frotoft, about
500 yards slightly east of north of the standing stone on the roadside
at Langstane, and about 480 yards west-north-west of the farm of Mid
Crusday, at an elevation of 300 feet above sea-level, was a mound of
stones overgrown with heather and grass, known as the Knowe of Yarso,
and marked on the O.S. Map as a broch. However, it was a cairn erected
close to the outer margin of a shelf, which is about 50 yards wide at the
spot, and is bordered by a rocky escarpment about 30 feet high. As
the edge of the rock is jagged, in parts there was only room to pass
between it and the cairn, and at no place was the side of the structure
more than 12 feet distant from the brink. To the south the monument
commands a magnificent view of the island of Mainland and of many
others, from the mouth of Eynhallow Sound on the west to the island
of Stronsay on the east. Before excavation it was quite evident that
this was a stalled, chambered cairn of the same class as the mneolithic
cairn at Midhowe, lying about 3 miles to the north-west, described last
year in the Proceedings, vol. Ixviii. p. 320, because the tops of three
pairs of erect slabs set in alignment across the structure, dividing the
chamber into three compartments, projected above the debris with
which the interior was encumbered. However, it differed from the
Midhowe cairn inasmuch as it was shorter and had been destroyed in
a different fashion. At Midhowe the roof had collapsed before the
structure was despoiled in later times, and even then the stones which
had fallen into the chamber had not been removed. At Yarso the
superstructure of the monument had been carried away for building
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Fig. 1. Chambered Cairn, Knowe of Yarso: Plan and Sections.
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purposes, and all the large stones which had fallen into the central
cavity had been dragged out, with the result that there was more soil
amongst the debris than at Midhowe, and the relic bed on the floor
with its contents was much disturbed. ; :

The mound, which was rectangular with rounded ends, measured

\«‘ne,&

Fig. 2. Knowe of Yarso from south-east.

62 feet in length, 32 feet in breadth, 6 feet in height at the north-west
end, and 4 feet at the south-east, but the cairn proper within the
accumulation of soil and debris is 50 feet long and 25 feet 6 inches
in greatest breadth. The main axis lies 45° west of north magnetic,
approximately north-west by west and south-east by east. The sides
are nearly straight, the four corners and the north-west end rounded,
and the south-east end, where the entrance is placed, straight.

This cairn bears a striking resemblance to the Midhowe mausoleum
both in its internal and external structural features. The chamber in
each monument is divided into stall-like compartments by flagstones
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set on end opposite each other on both sides, only, while there are twelve
compartments or cells at Midhowe, there are but three at Yarso (fig. 1).
In both the inner cell is subdivided, and there are indications that there
had been an upper storey at the farther end. It will be remembered
that at Midhowe there is a face of walling within the mound, and that
the outer wall is built with the stones not placed on the flat, but with
their outer edges lying obliquely; the same features with certain modifica-
tions are to be seen at Yarso.

The foundation course of the outer wall consists of fair-sized flagstones
laid flat, and projecting outwards about 3 inches from the face of the
wall so as to form a plinth. At the south-east end of the cairn the stones
forming the outer face of the wall on the west side of the entrance
slope downwards from right to left (fig. 2); on the east they slant
down from left to right, and this formation continues right round the
.monument until the south-west corner is reached (figs. 2, 3, and 4). The
outer face of the wall still maintains a height of 2 feet 9 inches and
3 feet 3 inches on the west and east sides of the entrance, 2 feet 4 inches
at the south-east corner, from 3 feet to 3 feet 2 inches along the east
side, 1 foot 11 inches at the north-east corner, 2 feet 7 inches at the
north-west end, and from 2 feet 6 inches to less than 1 foot along the
west side. In places, owing to the face of the wall slipping forward, .
the plinth is barely visible. It is not known whether the upper part of
the outer face may not have been built with the stones laid with a
reverse slant and a flat string-course below, as in the Midhowe cairn
(fig. 5), but in the latter the top of the string-course is only 2 feet
6 inches above the foundation, while at Yarso the face rises over 3 feet
in height without any indication of a change in the style of building,
and thus it is quite likely that the upper part of the wall was con-
structed with the stones slanting in the same direction as the lower.

Near the northern end of the east side a break in the surface of the
building has exposed a length of about 8 feet of the face of an inner
wall built in the ordinary way, 2 feet 4 inches in from the outer face
(figs, 3, 2, and 4, 2). This portion of the inner wall stands 2 feet 2 inches
above the remaining part of the outer one, which is about 3 feet high
here, thus indicating a surviving height of about 5 feet for the former.
The inner wall was not traced farther except at the north-west corner,
but it seems practically certain that it extends right round the cairn as
its ends are clearly seen on both sides of the entrance passage 3 feet
10 inches from its outer end. A

The burial chamber and its entrance passage (figs. 2 and 6) are placed
almost in the centre of the cairn, the passage measuring along its medial
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line 13 feet 2 inches in length and the chamber 24 feet 1 inch. The
width of the cells varies from 5 feet 5 inches to 6 feet, and the average
distance between the inner ends of the divisional slabs is 2 feet 7 inches.
Both the entrance and the chamber have been rudely paved with flat
stones.

Fig. 5. Midhowe Chambered Cairn, showing face of Outer Wall with
String Course and slant of stones reversed (1) and (2).

The Entrance Passage.—This measures 13 feet 3 inches in length on
the west side and 13 feet 1 inch on the east, and its walls still average
about 3 feet in height—at the middle of their length they are 6 inches
higher. The width is 1 foot 11 inches at the outside, 2 feet 4 inches about
half-way along, and 2 feet at the inner end. As no lintels survive the
height of the entry is unobtainable, but it must have been no less than
3 feet at any part, and so it would not be necessary to crawl in on the hands
and knees as in some of the Caithness cairns where the portal is only
2 feet and 2 feet 6 inches high. It may be mentioned that in the cairn
of Maeshowe the entrance at the outside is 4 feet 4 inches in height.
There is a sill or step, rising 4 inches in height, 11 feet from the outer
end of the passage at Yarso, and the floor of the chamber is continued
about this level to the inner end.

The Chamber.—As already stated, the gallery is divided into three
compartments or cells by pairs of upright flags built into and projecting
from the wall on either side, almost opposite each other (fig. 6). These
slabs vary from 2% inches to 5 inches in thickness. The first pair, which
are placed immediately at the inner end of the passage with their inner
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edges in line with its walls, project 1 foot 10 inches from the wall on
the west side of the gallery, and 1 foot 2 inches from that on the east
side. They measure 4 feet 1 inch and 4 feet 6 inches in height, their
tops being highest in the middle, one being curved and the other ending
in an obtuse angle. The next pair, which are set up 7 feet and 6 feet

Fig. 6. Knowe of Yarso: Cells.

1 inch farther in, project 1 foot 4 inches and 1 foot 6 inches, and
measure 4 feet 9 inches and 4 feet 3 inches in height; their tops are
bevelled downwards from the edge nearest the centre of the chamber
to the wall. The third pair stand 5 feet 2 inches and 5 feet 9 inches
from the last two, and project 1 foot 5 inches and 1 foot 8 inches. They
are 5 feet 2 inches and 4 feet 11 inches in height, and the tops are roughly
level. The distance between them and the inner end of the gallery is
about 10 feet 10 inches. The lower part of the wall at the inner end
is formed by a slab set on edge, measuring 3 feet 1 inch in breadth at
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the bottom, 2 feet 8 inches at the top, and 3 feet 1 inch in height, and
the upper part by building about 3 feet 5 inches high, which curves into
the side walls (fig. 6). This gives a total height of 6 feet 6 inches for
the inner end of the chamber as it now stands. The end slab has been
- inserted after the side walls had been built as they extend beyond it.
The same thing is to be seen in the cairns at Midhowe and Unstan.
Along the centre the cells Nos. 1, 2, and 3 measure about 6 feet 6 inches,
5 feet 6 inches, and 10 feet 10 inches in length. Cell No. 3 is subdivided
into two parts by low septal slabs and blocks of stone. Two flags project
1 foot 9 inches from the side walls, but their height is only 1 foot 10
inches as their tops have been clured off with stone tools. The space
between their inner edges is blocked by two stones 5 inches high. The
inner half of this cell seems to have had an upper storey, otherwise it
is difficult to explain a scarcement 3 inches wide that runs round the
wall at an average height of 3 feet 9 inches above the floor, and a wall-
hold projecting 7 inches from the east wall about the same level, above
the low divisional slab. A break exactly opposite in the west wall
suggests that there had- been a corresponding wall-hold there. The
width of the chamber heré is 5 feet 11 inches, but there would have
been no difficulty in getting a lintel to span. the vacancy. At the
chambered cairn Taiverso Tuick, only about a mile away, there is an
upper storey, and it is believed that a similar feature existed in the
Midhowe cairn.!

In noting the distances that the divisional flagstones project from
the wall the measurements stated were all taken on the south side of the
stones. If measured on the north side there would have been a differ-
ence of from 1 inch to 2 inches but no more, so the side walls are not
exactly aligned. This may give an indication as to the method of
erecting the cairn. This suggests that, the site having been decided
on, the upright divisional flagstones were placed in position before the
walls between them were built up. .

Relics.—Save for an occasional animal bone no relics were found
until the chamber had been cleared out to within 1 foot 9 inches of the
floor, after which numerous fragments of human skeletal remains and
a large quantity of animal bones were encountered. An exception,
however, has to be made in the case of the inner cell, No. 3, where a
few pieces of human bones were found about the height of the scarce-
ment, 3 feet 9 inches above the floor. These may have been late
intrusions, but we think it more likely that they had been brought
up from a lower level when the stones that had fallen into the chamber

Proc. Soe. Ant. Scot., vol. Ixviii. p. 329.



LONG, STALLED CAIRN, THE KNOWE OF YARSO, ORKNEY. 333

were being dragged out. Several shards of pottery, a few implements
of bone, and a considerable number of tools and chips of flint were
also recovered. It was very difficult to detect the last, as from
the position of the cairn, on a flat rocky shelf, the seep of water
from the higher ground to the north-east had made the relic bed
very wet. Indeed, although all the sodden earth was carefully ex-
amined, handful by handful, a number of flints were recovered only
after the wet soil had been spread out and washed by rain. So much
disturbance had taken place while the stones were being dragged out
when the upper part of the cairn was being removed that practically
all the long bones and many of the human skulls had been smashed and
displaced, human and animal bones being mixed up promiscuously. In
one place where there were two broken skulls lying mear each other,
with animal bones between and around them, a deer tooth actually lay
within the brain-pan of one. Nowhere was it possible to detect where
a single body had been placed, as no limb bones occupied the relative
positions of a skeleton either in a crouched or extended position.

Human and animal bones were found in the entrance passage and
in each of the three cells, but more than four-fifths of the former and
most of the latter came from the inner cell, No. 3. As we have seen,
the latter is subdivided into two parts by low divisional stones, so
to simplify description these compartments will be referred to as Nos. 3A
and 3B, the last being at the inner end. Unless specifically mentioned,
the human and animal remains were distributed over the floors of the
different cells.

The scanty and much broken remains of one adult were found in
the entrance passage, two in cell No. 1 and one in cell No. 2. When
cell No. 3 was reached human bones were much more numerous.
From the outer half, No. 3A, skeletal remains of seven adults and one
adolescent were recovered. Skulls of five adults, three fragmentary
and two rather better preserved, were found lying at the foot of the
wall on the western side, and the remains of the other three indi-
viduals in the middle of the cell. But it was cell No. 3B that yielded
most of the osseous remains. No less than seventeen adults were
represented by skulls usually very much broken, vertebree, fragments
of eight femurs, other leg bones, and two humeri. Nine of the skulls
were placed in juxtaposition along the foot of the western wall, six
along the opposite side, and two about 15 inches from it. In no case
was the lower jaw present. A very fine skull was found in the south-
west corner of the cell, touching the divisional slab, which doubtless
accounts for its good state of preservation.



334 PROCEEDINGS OF THE SOCIETY, MARCH 11, 1935.

Although some of the skulls arranged along the foot of the wall had
suffered from disturbance, it seemed that they had been placed cranium
upwards facing the centre of the chamber.

The bones of twenty-nine individuals at least, twenty-eight adults
and one under twenty years of age, were identified. Owing to the
broken state of the bones the sex was determined in only three cases,
two male and one female; other two were doubtfully male.

An ocecasional fragment of highly caleined bone, probably human,
but very small and in a very friable condition, was recovered.

The quantity of animal bones found was considerable, and consisted
almost entirely of red-deer, many being of the size of the best animals
existing in Scotland to-day. Bones from thirty-six of these animals
were identified. Ox and sheep were just represented, and there were
a few bones of a good-sized dog. Many limpets were found, and it may
be recalled that about three gallons of them were discovered in a heap
at the floor level in Midhowe cairn. Fish was represented by wrasse
as at Midhowe. The bones were distributed throughout the relic bed of
the chamber, but, as already mentioned, were more numerous in the
inner half. They were much broken, and included teeth, ribs, and many
articular ends and splinters of leg bones. The latter presumably had
been deliberately split to get at the marrow. Many of the Yarso
animal bones showed distinet marks of scorching and burning, as did
a few from Midhowe.

Pottery was extremely scarce, and what we did find seems to have
been deposited at a time later than the original burials. Near the top
of the relic bed were found a basal fragment of a food-vessel (fig. 7,
No. 1) and three small pieces of the wall. These were found quite close
to the two skulls in cell No. 3B, inside one of which the deer tooth was
lying. The food-vessel was of very dark ware, and was ornamented
with vertical, deeply incised zigzag lines. There were also two wall
- fragments of other two vessels. One, of dark pottery, buff-coloured on
the outside, and decorated with an incised zigzag, measuring less than
1 square inch, was so thin as to suggest that the vessel may have been
a beaker (tig. 7, No. 2). The other, which was also dark in colour but
with a reddish outer skin, measured 2} inches by 13§ inch by } inch. Tt
bore two horizontal-lines with short oblique omes above, all slightly
incised (fig. 7, No. 3). It is quite impossible to determine accurately
what kind of vessel it formed a part. The food:vessel seems to be the
first recorded from Orkney, and the same may be said of the beaker
if we are correct in our identification.

Implements and small flakes and splinters of flint were quite numerous
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and there were a few of grey chert; a considerable number were calcined.

The implements consisted of two leaf-shaped arrow-heads, measuring

13 inch by % inch and 2 inch by } inch, one barbed and stemmed with

Fig. 7. Pottery Fragments, showing (1) basal part of Food-vessel. (}.)

one barb broken off, measuring 2 inch in length, and one very crudely
made specimen with the suggestion of a tang and its edges battered,
measuring 33 inch by 1} inch (fig. 8); a knife of red colour nicely worked

2 3

Fig. 8. Flint Arrow-heads. ({.)

along one edge, measuring 1% inch in length, and another of grey colour,
measuring 2 inches in length (fig. 9, Nos. 16 and 17); one object which
has been identified as a burin d’angle or graver, measuring 1% inch by
1% inch (fig. 10); forty-six scrapers; and sixteen worked flints, a total of
sixty-nine objects. The barbed arrow-head, three scrapers, four knives,






