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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Under the terms of its PIC call-off contract with Historic Scotland, Kirkdale Archaeology was asked to 

undertake an archaeological watching brief at Unstan Chambered Cairn, Mainland, Orkney (Fig.1). This 

work was to determine the depth and nature of deposits overlying the concrete cap sealing the 

monument’s original masonry, in order to determine the feasibility of installing improved drainage to help 

prevent the build up of moisture within the cairn. 

The work was carried out on 28th and 29th January 2013. 

Figure 1: Plan showing the location of Unstan Chambered Cairn and the area of works.
Inset No. 2 © Crown copyright. All rights reserved 2013. Licence number 100036933.
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D E S C R I P T I O N  

The trench was excavated by hand into the W-facing side of the grassy mound covering the monument. 

The trench measured approximately 1m N/S by 2.4m E/W. The maximum depth below ground level 

was 1.10m. 

Initially, only a narrow trench, approximately 0.3m wide, was excavated. The turf and topsoil, 001, was a 

firm, greyish mid-to-dark brown, slightly silty, clayey soil with occasional small stone fragments. This 

sealed a deep deposit of loose, greyish brown, stony clay, 002, which contained frequent angular and sub-

angular fragments of sandstone up to 150mm x 150mm x 250mm in size, and occasional fragments of 

mortar. In the N-facing section, a horizontal pipe, 125mm in diameter (005) ran from an internal vent out 

to the ground surface. 

Plate 1: The masonry 004 at the bottom of the trench.
The pipe (005) is visible to the right.

Context 002 sealed both the upper surface of the concrete 003, as well as a small area of masonry, 004. 

Due to the narrow nature of the trench, it was not possible to examine closely the masonry revealed 

(004), but it could be seen that the bottom edge of the concrete clearly defined an interface between the 

20th Century concrete cap and the earlier masonry on which it had been set. 

The upper part of the trench was subsequently widened to 1m, and dug to a depth of 0.25m (maximum), 

creating a ‘step’. This extension removed only topsoil 001 and a small amount of context 002. This 
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extension was required for safety reasons, given the depth and width of the original trench. 

C O N C L U S I O N S  

The trench revealed that a substantial overburden of material had been put in place over the concrete, 

which made the insertion of any new drainage impractical. A small part of what was assumed to be part 

of the original masonry of the monument was also revealed, and left undisturbed. 

Only the upper surface of masonry 004 was partially visible, but it seemed very likely that this was part of 

the original structure of the chambered tomb. Whether it was still in situ is uncertain; it may have been 

partially rebuilt to provide a more stable wall head onto which the concrete of the modern protective cap 

could have been poured. Similarly, loose masonry may have been cleared down to a uniform level.  

In any case, it was not possible to access the masonry closely enough for any detailed recording, so it was 

only recorded photographically, and a sketch section/profile drawn to show its position, and the profile 

of the concrete cap (Plate 1 and Fig.2, respectively). 

Figure 2: S-­‐‑facing section of the trench




	DES2013_0xx Beauly Priory
	HSCO-90031-2013-01 beauly
	HSCO-90031-2013-02 beauly
	DES2013_0xx Bothwell Castle
	HSCO-90038-2013-01 bothw
	DES2013_0xx Cambuskenneth Abbey
	HSCO-90055-2013-01 cambusken
	DES2013_0xx Clackmannan Tower
	HSCO-90073-2013-01 clacman
	DES2013_0xx Clava Cairns
	HSCO-90074-2012-01 clava
	DES2013_0xx Crichton Castle
	HSCO-90084-2012-02 crichton
	DES2013_0xx Doune Castle Steading
	HSCO-90335-2013-01 doune
	DES2013_0xx Dumbarton Castle
	HSCO-90107-2013-01 dumbarton
	DES2013_0xx Dun Troddan Broch
	DES2013_0xx Fortrose Cathedral
	HSCO-90147-2013-01 fortrose
	DES2013_0xx Holyrood Park - Whinny Hill
	HSCO-10811-2013-01 hp
	HSCO-10811-2013-02 hp
	DES2013_0xx Iona Abbey
	HSCO-90351-2012-04 iona
	HSCO-90351-2013-01 iona
	HSCO-90351-2013-02 Report
	HSCO-90351-2013-03 Report
	HSCO-90351-2013-04 Report
	HSCO-90351-2013-05 Report
	DES2013_0xx King's Knot
	HSCO-90288-2012-03 stirl kk
	DES2013_0xx Kirkhill Roman Signal Station
	HSCO-90332-2012-01 ant kirkhill
	DES2013_0xx Kisimul Castle
	HSCO-90347-2013-01 kisimul
	DES2013_0xx Mavisbank
	HSCO-4921-2012-01 Mavisbank
	DES2013_0xx Noltland Castle
	HSCO-90231-2013-01 nolt
	HSCO-90231-2013-02 nolt
	DES2013_0xx Rothesay Castle
	HSCO-90252-2013-01 rothresay
	DES2013_0xx Ruthven Barracks
	HSCO-90255-2012-01 Ruthven
	DES2013_0xx St Ninian's Chapel
	HSCO-90036-2013-01 st nin
	DES2013_0xx St Peter's Church, Duffus
	HSCO-90106-2013-01 duffus
	DES2013_0xx Stirling Castle Esplanade
	HSCO-90291-2012-02 sc
	DES2013_0xx Unstan Chambered Tomb
	HSCO-90232-2013-01 unstan



