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1 Summary

Report on the excavation of a roundhouse and related 
structures dated by 14C to the first–second century 
AD. Internal details and building repairs allow some 
assessment of the structure of the building. The 
site also provides a well-dated context for a Guido 
class 13 glass bead, a type more common in isolated 
finds.
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2 The Site

The site (NGR: NJ 773 181), which is adjacent to 
the Thainstone Agricultural Centre, is located 
c 2km south of Inverurie, Aberdeenshire, on land 
that once formed part of the policies of Thain-
stone House. As aerial photographs of the site 
showed faint traces of a possible enclosure c 50m 
in diameter centred at NJ 7733 1814 (Aberdeen-
shire Council Sites and Monuments Record Site 
No NJ71NE0151), an archaeological evaluation 
(illus 1, Trenches 1–9) was carried out on the site 

in November 2002, prior to its development as a 
business park (Murray 2002). The evaluation 
showed little surviving archaeological material but 
the presence of a flint scraper (SF 1) and certain 
areas of burning at the south-east end of the site 
led to a watching brief being maintained during the 
soil strip in two areas. During the watching brief 
it became clear that some archaeological deposits 
had survived in the area of the burning. This part 
of the site was then excavated by hand.

Illus 1   Site location
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2.1 Site location

The site is situated on the east-facing slope of an area 
of relatively high ground (illus 1: see the 100m contour) 
which stands within and dominates a loop of the River 
Don, beside its confluence with the River Urie. At the 
top of the high ground, above the present site, there 
is an enclosed settlement or fort (Bruce’s Camp), 
possibly of Iron Age date. A major routeway beside 
the Don and Urie may have existed from at least the 

Neolithic, with a concentration of sites along the river 
valleys (Shepherd 1986, 11–12). The same route has 
often been attributed as the line of march between the 
Roman temporary camps at Kintore and Durno, both 
generally linked with the Agricolan campaign of 83 AD 
(Breeze 1996, 45–6, illus 29). It was subsequently used 
as the medieval road from Aberdeen to the north, and 
is now the line of the A96. The area on which the Thain-
stone site lies overlooks this routeway and potentially 
controls the river crossing.



3 The Excavation

An area 20  30m was excavated (illus 1; illus 2). 
A number of features cut into the natural boulder 
clay were revealed directly below 300–350mm of 
topsoil. The field had been intensively cultivated 
in the years prior to excavation. Ploughing and dis-
turbance by field drainage systems had destroyed 
stratigraphic relationships across the site, making it 
impossible to subdivide the features into phases. As 
a result, the features are described in the following 
structural groups: the roundhouse, the two hearths 
or ovens and the four-post structure.

3.1 The roundhouse

3.1.1 Methodology

Discussion of the building relies on the earthfast 
elements of the structure, particularly the ring of 
post-pits which would have held roof supports. In 
order to maximize possible structural evidence, all 
post-pits on or near the line of the ring were sectioned 
and drawn on radial lines from the centre of the 
ring, in the direction of structural stress during and 
after construction (based on reconstruction research 
in progress; Murray, in preparation).

The only exceptions were those post-pits that 

were intercut; these were sectioned across both pits 
to attempt to reveal their relationship.

The lack of horizontal stratigraphy means that 
some of the observed features may be earlier or later 
than the roundhouse although there was nothing in 
the fills or artefactual evidence to suggest that this 
was the case. It does, however, mean that interpre-
tation of isolated post-holes can only be tentative.

3.1.2 The structural evidence

A number of post-pits, interpreted as the main 
roof supports, formed a ring approximately 7m in 
diameter (illus 3; illus 4). Analysis suggests two 
possible episodes of building or repair.

A series of seven of the post-pits (003, 004A, 
007, 038, 036, 031 & 027) around the west, north 
and east sides of the ring were distinctive. The 
pits were 470–550mm in diameter, with surviving 
depths of between 250 and 450mm (illus 5). Clear 
post-shadows, diameter 200–280mm, survived in 
two of the post-pits (003 & 004). Two other possible 
post-shadows were in the range of 150–300mm in 
diameter. With the exception of Post-pit 027, which 
appeared to have been reused, all the post-pits in 
the series had convincing stone packing on the side 

Illus 2   Site layout

4



5

of the pit which faced the centre of the building. Post 
036, to the north side of the entrance, had additional 
packing stones on its north side.

These post-pits were c 1.80m, or roughly two paces, 
apart (centres). A gap between Post-pits 007 and 038 

appears to have been the result of disturbance by 
modern field drainage. A spacing of 2.50m between 
Post-pits 031 and 036 is discussed below. For two 
reasons these features are regarded as the primary 
stage of building. Firstly, there is evidence of later 
repair as the post-pit of one of the posts (004A) had 
been cut by the pit of a later, angled buttressing post 
(004B) (illus 5; illus 6), and two other post-pits (027 
& 031) appeared to have been reused. Secondly, it is 
only this set of large post-pits which have the stone 
packing towards the centre of the building. This 
would have stopped the base of the posts shifting 
inwards against an outward pressure on the tops of 
the posts, a situation which is most likely to have 
arisen during the initial positioning and construc-
tion of the roof. Once the roof was in position, it 
would have been relatively stable, unless damaged 
by external influences (based on reconstruction 
research in progress; Murray, in preparation).

The pattern of posts at c 1.80-m intervals continues 
around the south-west part of the main post ring but 
in this area two of the posts (016A and 020B) had been 
replaced (by 016B and 020A) and, as noted above, 
Posts 027 and 031 may also have been replaced by 
new posts in the original holes. Post 014B also cuts an 

Illus 3   Location of primary and secondary post-pits in the roundhouse

Illus 4   General view of roundhouse looking south-
east towards the entrance. Painted markers show 
the position of the post-pits
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earlier, smaller post-pit (014A) but this is less clearly 
a replacement as Post 014A was c 300mm outside the 
apparent line of the post ring.

A number of other relatively shallow post-pits 
(037, 039, 022 & 015), on or near the line of the 
ring of roof supports, may also have been repairs 
or secondary supports but the lack of horizontal 
stratigraphy make this impossible to prove and it is 

equally possible that they represent the foundations 
of internal screens or partitions.

The evidence for the line of the outer wall is 
tenuous. It may be indicated by a number of post-
pits (001, 002, 045, 041, 043, 048, 033 and, possibly, 
049) found around the perimeter of the structure 
and roughly equidistant from the post ring. These 
are the basis of the hypothetical wall line shown in 

Illus 5   Section drawings of post-pits
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the plan (illus 3) and would suggest a building of 
around 12–12.5m in diameter.

Two of the post-pits on this outer line (043 & 048) 
coincide with the gap of 2.50m between Posts 031 
and 036 of the post ring and may be interpreted as 
the entrance. A corresponding set of outlying post-
holes (053/054 & 047) may represent a porch (see 
further below). Both Posts 043 and 048 appear to 
have been replaced. This possible entrance lies in 
the south-east quadrant of the building.

3.1.3 Interior of the building

North-west quadrant The area within the post 
ring and opposite the entrance was characterized by 
a number of irregular, rather saucer-shaped shallow 
hollows (006, 010, 011, 012) up to 50–100mm deep, 
which were filled with sandy silt; context 012 was 
around an undisturbed natural stone. Features 
008, 009 and 013 may have been small post-holes. 
No comparable features were observed between the 
post ring and the possible wall line.

South-west quadrant There appeared to have 
been a structure in this area at some point in the 
building’s existence. The evidence was more con-
centrated within the line of the post ring but two 
features (contexts 024 & 026) between the ring and 
the hypothetical line of the outer wall have been 
included as possibly related. A sub-rectangular area 
was bounded by Post-pits 017, 018, 019, 056 and 026, 
with related Post-holes 055 and 058 and Hollows 
057, 021 and 024. The post-pits were fairly substan-
tial (330–550mm diameter and 140–250mm deep), 
with a post shadow 250mm in diameter in Post-pit 
017, and were capable of load bearing. However, 
it is unlikely that Post-pits 017 and 056 had held 
roof supports as they were well within the ring line. 
Charcoal identified as birch (larger roundwood) and 
hazel (twig) (Hastie 2005) in the top of Post-pit 018 
might suggest the use of wattle or of a structure 
incorporating light timber. Two flint flakes (SF 4 
and 6) were found in this area.

North-east quadrant This area was a fairly clear 
apart from a small pit or shallow post-pit (029) and 
a very small patch of burning and charcoal (028). 
It would be tempting to consider context 028 as 
the remains of a hearth but it was very disturbed 
by ploughing and topsoil removal and should be 
treated with caution. A line of three small, shallow 
post-holes (030, 052 & 059) with very similar grey, 
silty fill extended across the north-east and south-
east quadrants; they may be related to the building 
but the fill was unlike that of the other features.

South-east quadrant and the entrance If the 
identification of Post-pits 043 and 048 as the 
entrance is correct, the area between the entrance 
and the post ring would be the line of movement, or 
passage, either to the centre of the building, or to 
the area between the post ring and the outer wall. 
Within this area there were two irregular depres-
sions (034 & 035), 80–120mm deep, which appear 
to be the result of erosion/wear rather than having 
been cut. Pits 040 and 042 to the northern side of 
the passage were both between 460 and 550mm in 
diameter and 200–300mm deep and may indicate 
the position of a partition or other structure in this 
area. A flint scraper (SF 3) was found in Post-pit 054, 
and part of a glass bead (SF 5) was found in Post-pit 
048 on either side of the entrance.

3.1.4 Discussion of the building

Although only earthfast elements survived, some 
conclusions may be suggested concerning the 
possible structure of the building. Firstly, there are a 
number of points which support the common recon-
struction of these roundhouses as having the main 
weight of the roof carried on a ring beam, rather 
than on the external wall.

The size and depth of the post-pits and the size 
of posts, indicated by post shadows, suggest a con-
siderable weight-bearing capacity. The regularity of 
the spacing of the primary posts suggests that the 
roof weight was shared equally between them, and 
the packing of the primary post-pits on their inner 
faces suggests that they were being given support 
against stress from inside. All of these features 
would be compatible with individual posts support-
ing individual rafters, but the details of the repairs 
indicate that the posts were linked, probably by 
a ring beam. The repairs on the south-west side 
suggest that, at some time in the life of the building, 
a whole section of the roof support system needed 
propping and appears to have been repaired while 
the rest remained intact. It is important not to be 
too quick to suggest a complete rebuild as it is quite 
easy to prop sections of a ring beam between the 
main posts (on the same principal as using a modern 
Acro-prop); Post-pits 015 and 022 may have been 
such props. When the roof weight had been trans-
ferred, then the original main post could have been 
removed and a substitute post put in, or even the 

Illus 6   Post-pits 004 and 004a, looking west
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same post replaced and re-packed (as in, perhaps, 
contexts 014, 016, 020). The fact that the buttressed 
post (004) was on the opposite side suggests that 
instability on one side of the roof could affect the 
other side, a situation that is more probable if the 
posts had been linked by a ring beam. As many of 
the prevailing winds in the area come from the west, 
this seems the most probable cause of the instabil-
ity, even though in general the aerodynamics of a 
round building enable it to withstand quite strong 
winds (Murray, in preparation).

Evidence for the line of the outer wall is slight 
but suggests a building with a diameter of about 
12–12.5m. This is slightly greater than the 10m 
diameter which would be achieved by applying the 
optimum ratio between the post-ring and outer wall 
as suggested previously (Hill 1984). However, it 
agrees well with Pope’s suggested modification of this 
ratio (1:0.615) based on a large sample of excavated 
roundhouses (Pope 2003, 107), which would suggest 
that the outer wall of this structure might have had 
a diameter of some 11–12m. The wall is unlikely to 
have been of stone or clay as at least some spread of 
wall debris could have been expected to be present 
in the tops of the earthfast features. A turf wall, or a 
shallow-based wattle wall, are possible. It should be 
stressed that the posts identified as possibly being 
on the wall line, may in reality have been on either 
the inner or outer face of that wall.

The entrance in the south-east quadrant of the 
Thainstone roundhouse follows the most common 
orientation of roundhouse entrances to the east or 
south-east and locally can be paralleled by the trend 
in the larger group of earlier Iron Age structures 
excavated nearby at Kintore (M Cook, pers comm). 
Whether such orientation should be interpreted 
functionally in terms of light within the structure, 
or ritually in terms of the cosmology of the building 
(for example Oswald 1997; Parker Pearson & 
Sharples 1999), is considered to be outwith the scope 
of this paper, which is based on a single excavated 
example.

Posts 047 and 053/054 are interpreted as having 
held the outer lintel of a porch. This is perhaps 
confirmed as they coincide with the slightly wider 
spacing between roof Posts 031 and 036 and with 
the patches of worn ground within the supposed 
passage area (034, 035).

The need for a porch was probably twofold: it would 
provide some weather protection but, perhaps more 
essentially, if the outer wall was relatively low, the 
porch lintel could be higher than the wall top, sup-
porting the outer edge of the roof at the entrance. 
If this assumption is correct, the repaired Posts 
048/048B and 043/043B, may have held the door.

On this basis it may be conjectured that, if the 
main part of the roof extended from the apex of the 
building to the wall, with the weight carried on a 
ring beam at a height of c 3m, then with an average 
45° pitch for thatch, this would give a central height 
of c 6.5m, allowing a shallower pitch from the ring to 
the porch lintel. The height of the main wall below 

this could have been in the range of 0.5m if the 
building had a diameter of 12m, and up to 1.5m if 
the building had a diameter of 10m.

The lack of floor deposits limits interpretation of 
the function or use of the building but the evidence 
does suggest that there was an area of consider-
able activity in the north-west quadrant, which 
had caused some erosion even in the top of the 
natural subsoil. This is perhaps unsurprising as 
this quadrant opposite the door receives good light 
levels through much of the day, even in winter when 
more tasks would be undertaken inside.

Some of the roundhouses excavated at Kintore, 
Aberdeenshire, had erosional hollows, which tended 
to be deepest, or only present, in the north or north-
east sector; however, none of these are contemporary 
with the Thainstone example (M Cook, pers comm). 
The same pattern has been observed in Iron Age 
roundhouses excavated at Birnie, Moray (Hunter 
2002a, 9).

There also appears to have been some sort of 
structure in the south-west quadrant of the Thain-
stone building, possibly a bench or bed. A similarly 
situated feature in Cladh Hallan House 401 
(Marshall et al 1999, 18, fig 8) was interpreted as 
the possible setting of a vertical loom, but there 
is no evidence for such a specific identification at 
Thainstone.

3.2 Ovens/hearths

To the south-west of the roundhouse, there were two 
small hearths or ovens (023 & 051) (illus 7). It is not 
possible to determine if these were contemporary 
with the roundhouse, or with each other, although 
their structural similarity suggests that they were 
intended for the same function. Both were roughly 
ovoid, 1.04–1.25m long and 0.70–0.80m wide, being 
divided into a pit at one end, some 250–370mm 
deep, and a higher area of cobble flooring at the 
other end. In both features there were some stones 
apparently lining the sides of the pit. Feature 023 
(illus 8) also had a few small stake-holes, diameter 
20mm, around the upper edge on the south and west 
sides. There was a small quantity of charcoal in 
the base of Feature 051 (illus 9), but no concentra-
tion of charcoal, or any appearance of heat-affected 
soil occurred in either feature. However, in both 
instances, the pit was partially filled with heat-
cracked stones (up to 250  200mm), the remaining 
fill appearing to be silt accumulated in the pits after 
the deposition of these stones.

3.2.1 Interpretation

Heat-cracked stones as found in these features can 
be produced by cooking with hot stones in water 
in the manner of a burnt mound. However, this is 
unlikely as the features lacked the quantities of 
either stone or charcoal produced by cooking this 
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way, even on a small scale. It is more probable that 
the heat-cracked stones derived from the collapsed 
superstructure of an oven or hearth built on the 
cobbles. The function of the pit in each hearth is not 
clear as there was no evidence of a rake out of burnt 
material; one possibility could be that they had held 
small bellows.

It is worth considering if these could have been 
industrial hearths. The crucible fragment (SF 7), 
although from the other side of the site, shows that 
metalworking took place in the vicinity, and one 
possible explanation of these features would be as 
small bronzeworking hearths. Small-scale bronze-
working does not produce large quantities of debris 

Illus 7   Ovens F023 and F051

Illus 8   Oven F023, looking north. White pegs mark 
post-holes

Illus 9   Oven F051, looking west
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and experimental casting shows that the ground 
below is often not visibly heat-affected. The iden-
tification of these hearths with metalworking may 
perhaps be supported by the excavation at Birnie, 
Moray, of part of a tuyere, or bellows shield, in a 
linear scoop (Hunter 2003, 13). On the same site, a 
clay ingot-mould has been found in the central hearth 
in one of the roundhouses (F Hunter, pers comm), 
which may indicate that small-scale bronzeworking 
could even have utilized domestic hearths.

However, analysis of a sample of the infill of 
Feature 023 lacked any evidence of industrial 
debris: ‘The palaeoenvironmental remains present 
were extremely sparse including one small fish bone 
vertebrate, occasional small fragments of poorly 
preserved mammal bone (<1 mm in size), fragments 
of wood charcoal and one poorly preserved oat grain’ 
(Hastie 2005). This very small amount of material 
may have derived from general occupation debris 
washed into the oven pit after it fell into disuse. 
However, the lack of industrial material, which 
might equally have been expected to have been in the 
surrounding yard area, suggests that both Features 
023 and 051 may have been predominantly, if not 
exclusively, used for domestic food preparation.

If the identification of these external ovens as 
domestic is valid, and if they were indeed contemporary 
with the roundhouse, it has some implication in con-
sidering the functions that took place within a ‘house’ 
and may suggest caution in automatically assuming 
all houses had internal hearths or where such hearths 
exist that they were primarily for cooking.

3.3 Four-post structure

To the south-east of the roundhouse there was a 
group of four post-pits (illus 2) set at the corners of 
a rectangle, with sides of 2.25–2.45m. The diagonals 

(to centres) were both 3.35m. The post-pits, which 
were all straight-sided and flat-bottomed, ranged 
in diameter from 400 to 500mm and in depth from 
450 to 520mm. Three of them (069, 070, 071) had 
a very similar sequence of fills – a lower fill of silt 
sealed by 100–150mm of silt lensed with redepos-
ited natural sand – suggestive of the posts having 
been removed, followed by a gradual silting up. This 
appeared to have sunk down before the accumula-
tion of charcoal-rich layers which were very similar 
to those in the upper fills of the roundhouse post-
pits. The fill of the fourth pit (072) was of uniformly 
loose soft brown silt.

Similar four-post features are generally regarded 
as raised granaries or stores (Gent 1983, 245–51). 
There was no evidence for the function of the Thain-
stone structure; indeed, the fact that it appeared to 
have been dismantled would mitigate against the 
presence of any remnant of stored grain or other 
goods even if the survival of occupation levels on 
the site had been better. It is slightly smaller than 
most of the rather earlier four-post structures 
from Kintore, Aberdeenshire, the majority of which 
ranged between 2.5 and 3sq m (M Cook, pers comm). 
However, it is within the range recorded by Gent 
(see Gent 1983, 245) and is similar to other examples 
such as at Lower Greenyards, Stirling (Rideout 1996, 
232), where there were two, approximately 1.8sq m 
and 2.1sq m, respectively, 6–7m from a roundhouse.

The appearance of the posts having been removed 
in the Thainstone example suggests that it may 
have been in use in the early stages of the settle-
ment and then moved or replaced. It is not possible 
to be categoric that it was in use when the round-
house was originally built, but its proximity makes 
it possible. The radiocarbon date from charcoal sunk 
into the top fill of one of the posts suggests that 
the four-post structure was out of use by the third 
century AD.
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4 Dating

Four radiocarbon dates (Table 1) were analysed 
for the site. Three of these were from main posts-
pits of the post ring in the roundhouse (Post-pits 
004A, 014B & 020A). The building had burnt down, 
charring the posts but not creating burnt post-pipes. 
When each of the unburnt post bases had rotted, 
burnt material from the post, and potentially from 
other burnt structural timbers such as roofing, had 
sunk into the top fill of the post-pits. Each of the 
three samples was taken from below the surface of 
this top fill in order to increase the likelihood that 
the charcoal derived from the post itself. Single-
entity samples were taken from each context as it 
was felt that the three samples together should give 
a range of dates derived from a number of the struc-
tural timbers, or possibly from incidental timber 
such as firewood that was in the building when it 
burnt down.

The samples give a calibrated range of dates 
which extend from the late first century BC to the 
beginning of the third century AD, and suggest that 
the building was probably constructed and used 
in the first–second centuries AD. It is perhaps sig-
nificant that the sample from Post-pit 020A gives 
a slightly later range of dates than the other two 
samples, as this was clearly a replacement post (see 
above).

Unfortunately, the charcoal samples were not 
identified to species prior to analysis. Identifica-

tion of wood from the same sample contexts shows a 
predominance of oak, probably from the main struc-
tural timbers, with some birch and hazel, which may 
have derived from fallen wall or roof material. If 
split timber had been used, there is of course a pos-
sibility that a mixture of core and outer timber was 
dated, giving a spread of dates. However, although 
in the absence of carbonized post-pipes it is impossi-
ble to be certain, the four examples where clear post 
shadows survived, all appeared to have been round 
timbers c 150–300mm in diameter.

The fourth radiocarbon sample was from the 
charcoal-rich upper fill of Post-pit 071, the south-
eastern post of the four-post structure. It yielded 
a date between the later first and early third 
centuries AD, comparable to the date from the 
replacement Post-pit 020A in the roundhouse. It is 
suggested that this may have derived from charcoal 
from timber associated with the destruction or use 
of the roundhouse, sunken in over the apparently 
dismantled and silted up post-pit of the four-post 
structure. It does not directly date the construction 
or use of the four-post structure but does indicate 
that it was out of use by the time the roundhouse 
was destroyed. No samples suitable for dating were 
recovered from the lower fills of any of the four 
post-pits.

The finds, while not closely datable, are consistent 
with a floruit in the first–second century AD.

Table 1 Radiocarbon dates

Lab code Sample material Years BP δ13C ‰    Calibrated dates 

1-sigma 2-sigma

Beta-181169 Charcoal from top of post shadow 
(4/1) of main primary Post F4A 

1940+40 –25.0 AD 30–100 30 BC–AD 130

Beta-181170 Charcoal from secondary (?)  
Post-pit F14B

1960+40 –26.0 AD 10–80 40 BC–AD 120

Beta-181171 Charcoal from secondary (?)  
Post-pit F20A

1830+40 –25.1 AD 130–240 AD 90–260

Beta-181172 Charcoal from F71/1, top fill  
of post-pit of four-poster

1870+40 –25.4 AD 90–220 AD 60–240
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5 Finds

With the exception of two thumbnail scrapers (SF 1 & 
2), which were both from the topsoil at some distance 
from the roundhouse, all the finds were from the fill 
of post-pits (illus 2). There are two possible points of 
such deposition. Objects can be incorporated, acci-
dentally or deliberately, during the backfilling of a 
post-pit around the post, in which case they derive 
from contemporary or earlier occupation material 
cut by or surrounding the post-pit. Alternatively, 
material can accumulate in the hollow created as 
the backfilled material compacts, in which case it 
derives from contemporary occupation levels which 
have been otherwise ploughed away. The general 
lack of evidence of earlier activity around the round-
house suggests that the small finds are likely to be 
from contemporary occupation.

Two of the finds – a scraper (SF 3) and half a glass 
bead (SF 5) – were found in post-pits on the outside 
of the porch. It is intriguing to speculate that these 
might be foundation offerings; however, there is 
evidence of the replacement of posts at the entrance, 
so it is probably safer to interpret them as inciden-
tal lost objects.

5.1 Glass bead by Fraser Hunter

SF 5 Half a glass bead of Guido class 13 (Guido 1978, 
85–7). Translucent clear body with opaque yellow spiral 
trails; the intact spiral is anticlockwise. Hexagonal in 
shape, caused by squashing the triangular corners when 
marvering the spirals into the body. Glass very bubbly, 
external surfaces all slightly worn. D 15.5mm, H 10.5mm, 
cylindrical perforation D4 mm. Context: Feature 048/1 
(illus 10; illus 11).

The Thainstone bead falls within the distribution 
of type, which concentrates strongly between the 
Moray Firth and the Mounth (Guido 1978, fig 34). 
Other recent finds come from Birnie, Moray (DES 
2000, 59) and Dun Bharabhat, Lewis (Harding & 
Dixon 2000, 28–9), the latter adding to the evidence 
of contacts with other areas. Laing identified the 
type as Pictish (Laing 1974, 197–8) on the basis 
of a fragment from the ninth-century hoard from 
Croy, Inverness-shire (Grieg 1940, 193–4), but this 
undoubtedly represents expedient reuse of a deco-
rative item, presumably intended as an inset for 
metalwork. Guido suggests a first- to second-century 
AD date for the type (Guido 1978, 86–7), which the 
Thainstone dates would support. The Bharabhat 
example comes from secondary occupation deposits 
with two associated radiocarbon dates (Harding 
& Dixon 2000, 26–7); statistical testing indicates 
these may be combined to give a 2-sigma range of 
170 BC to AD 30. This suggests the type starts rather 

earlier than Guido allowed; her dating of northern 
material was rather conservative, influenced as it 
was by ideas of diffusionism. Equally, the Bharabhat 
sequence has few dates, but it does open the possi-
bility that the origins of the type lie in the first or 
second century BC, running to the second century AD. 
Henderson has recently suggested that the kindred 
Guido class 14 beads could have origins in the first 
century BC (Henderson 1994).

5.2 Crucible by Andrew Heald

SF 7 Crucible fragment. Rim and body sherd, the rim in-
turned at one end. Exterior and interior have no signs of 
vitrification. XRF analysis revealed traces of copper and 
tin, indicating that the vessel was associated with bronze-
working. Although fragmentary, the crucible appears to 
be of the open triangular form. This type was used from 
the first millennium BC to the mid- to late first millen-
nium AD and is the most common form recovered from 
Scottish Iron Age sites. The Thainstone crucible is not 
from an independently dated feature, but is most likely to 
be contemporary with the other Late Iron Age activity on 
the site. There are few crucibles of this date from north-
east Scotland, and it seems bronzeworking was a craft 
restricted to more important sites. For example, similar 
crucibles were recovered from Birnie, Moray, argued to be 
a status site from the discovery of two Roman coin hoards 
and a range of other prestige goods, including Roman 
brooches (DES 2002, 81; Hunter 2002). The Thainstone 
and Birnie crucibles should be seen as part of the goods 
and expertise circulating at this high level of society. H 
34mm, W 31mm, T 5mm. Context: Feature 062 (illus 10).

5.3 Flint assemblage by Torben Ballin

In total, five flint artefacts were recovered from the 
site: two thumbnail scrapers from areas outside the 
main building (SF 1 & 2), and three from likely or 
certain post-holes within it (SF 3 & 6) or from the 
immediate surroundings of post-holes (SF 4). SF 
2 has a slight sheen or gloss, most probably from 
deposition in a sandy matrix (Donahue & Burroni 
2004), whereas the remaining pieces appear to be 
fresh. None of the pieces is burnt, and the abraded 
cortex of CAT 1–4 suggests procurement from a 
pebble source.

SF 1 Thumbnail end-scraper on primary bipolar flake or 
bipolar core, fine-grained light olive-green flint (28  27  
12mm). SF 1 has one fully corticated face and one uncor-
ticated face. The end opposite the scraper-edge is a typical 
bipolar crushed terminal, or knapping seam. The piece is 
approximately circular, and at the working end it has a 
regular convex, steep (82°) scraper-edge. This retouch also 
covers most of the two lateral sides. Most likely, the modi-
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fication was carried out in the form of pressure-flaking. 
Overhanging edge-areas indicate that the scraper was 
used and re-sharpened. Context: north end of Trench 9 in 
topsoil (illus 12).
SF 2 Thumbnail side/end-scraper on primary bipolar 
flake, fine-grained honey-brown flint (26  22  7mm). 
SF 2 is an approximately oval flake with a typical bipolar 
crushed terminal at the proximal end. At the distal end 
it has a convex, acute scraper-edge (55°), and along the 
right lateral side it has a slightly convex to straight, steep 
scraper-edge (88°). In the present case, the difference in 
steepness between the two working-edges is most likely 
the result of more or less extensive use. Most likely, the 
modification was carried out in the form of pressure-

flaking. Context: c 40m south-east of roundhouse, found 
in topsoil during watching brief prior to excavation (illus 
12).
SF 3 Secondary hard-hammer flake with edge-retouch, 
medium-grained brown flint (39  29  9mm). The coarse 
convex retouch is located at the distal end of the right 
lateral side. A short segment (c 8–10 mm) of the right 
lateral side, and of the retouch, may have broken off, as 
well as the outermost distal tip of the piece. The retouch 
possibly represents the working-edge of an expedient 
scraper. Context: Feature 054 (illus 12).
SF 4 Distal fragment of secondary indeterminate flake 
with sporadic fine retouch or use-wear, medium-grained 
light olive-green flint (22  22  8mm). The edge-modifi-

Illus 10   Glass bead (SF 5) and crucible (SF 7)
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cation is along the right lateral side. Context: by Feature 
055, surface (illus 12).
SF 6 Tertiary bipolar flake with use-wear, fine-grained 
cream-coloured flint (12  19  5mm). This piece has an 
extremely irregular shape, and the operational schema 
responsible for the production of CAT 5 was highly unsys-
tematic. Macroscopic use-wear at a distal corner suggests 
work in a graving/shaving fashion, and the piece may be 
an expedient tool. Context: Feature 056 (illus 12).

 
The five lithic objects most probably represent 
different prehistoric periods, with the two regular 
thumbnail scrapers dating to the Early Bronze 
Age, and the remaining expedient pieces to a later 
period. Based on typo-technological attributes, it is 
only possible to suggest a date of the Later Bronze 
Age or Early Iron Age for these pieces, as precise 
technological profiles have not yet been produced for 
potential Iron Age assemblages. There is some disa-
greement in the specialist community (eg Saville 
1981a; Saville 1981b; Ford et al 1984; Herne 1991; 
Young & Humphrey 1999; Humphrey & Young 2003; 

Illus 11   Glass bead (SF 5)

Illus 12   Lithic artefacts (SF 1, 2, 3, 4 & 6)
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Martingell 2003) as to when ‘ . . . regular produc-
tion and use of flint artefacts for everyday domestic 
activities declined and ceased . . . ’ (Saville 1981b, 
6). Unfortunately, the typo-technological attributes 
associated with possible Iron Age industries (eg 
Young & Humphrey 1999, 232; Humphrey & Young 
2003, 87) fit Later Bronze Age industries just as well 
(eg Ballin 2002), and more work needs to be carried 
out to refine the presently too coarse technological 
profiles of potential Iron Age assemblages.

A number of assemblages from the Scottish 
quartz province (the north and west of the country) 
indicate that, at least in this area, lithic produc-
tion continued well into the Iron Age – eg Jarlshof 
(Hamilton 1956, 39); Kebister (Clarke 1999, 164; 
Owen & Lowe 1999, 148); Burland (Ballin 2003). 
As suggested by Herne, the final abandonment of 

regular flint or quartz use may have occurred at 
different times in different regions according to 
the relative availability of lithic raw materials and 
metal (Herne 1991, 73).

In the present situation, a possible Iron Age date 
is suggested by the distribution of lithic artefacts 
throughout the main building. Though finds from 
post-holes frequently pre-date the structure their 
posts are supporting, the recovery of flints from the 
site’s pits only (or, in the case of SF 4, the immediate 
surroundings of an almost destroyed pit) suggests a 
connection between those pieces and the building – 
and thereby a possible Iron Age date. However, even 
if an Iron Age date is accepted for these finds, it 
does not solve the general dispute, as three flints 
may just as well represent ad hoc production as ‘ . . . 
regular production and use . . . ’.
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6 Discussion

The physical location of the site suggests an area of 
some potential importance during the Iron Age. This is 
supported by the presence of an enclosed settlement or 
fort (Bruce’s Camp named after a supposed medieval 
re-use) on the summit of the area of high ground, at 
Hill of Crichie, approximately 1km north-west of the 
Thainstone site. This has currently not been excavated 
but may have been in use during the Iron Age.

A late 19th-century find of an Iron Age hoard on 
the Hill of Crichie in the vicinity of Bruce’s Camp 
(exact findspot not recorded) also emphasizes the 
importance of the area in the period (Hunter 1997, 
126). The hoard consisted of a bronze terret, a bronze 
ferrule for the butt of a spear shaft and 13 shale 
globular pinheads which had originally had iron 
pin shafts. The objects were found together ‘under 
a large stone’. These are very high status objects, 
dating from the early centuries AD (Ralston & Inglis 
1984, 57–8), the terrets often being regarded as of 
local manufacture.

In this context, the presence of the glass bead, 
and of the crucible fragment and its implication of 
bronzeworking on the site, suggest that, in the first–
second centuries AD, the Thainstone site was either 
itself part of a settlement of some status, or perhaps 
related or peripheral to a high status settlement. 
The reconstructed diameter of the roundhouse 
would be in accordance with such an interpretation. 
However, due to the intensive cultivation of the field, 
it is impossible to know if there had originally been 
other buildings nearby, or if this was an isolated 
building, possibly related to a settlement higher on 
the Hill of Crichie.

In light of the evidence of peaceful Roman inter-
action with the natives of the high status Iron Age 
native site of Birnie, Morayshire (Hunter 2002b), 
it is intriguing to speculate that the Thainstone 
site may possibly have been another settlement 
which continued in existence alongside the Roman 
presence.
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