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In September 1935, with the help of a grant from the 
North of England Excavation Committee, the long cairn 
on Bellshiel Law, Redesdale, was partially excavated, a 
round cairn on the same hill completely so, and three cuts 
made into a sandstone outcrop on Dour Hill, a mile and 
a half westward, which had been published as a long 
barrow : the cuts fully confirmed the natural character of 
the mound.

The excavator’s thanks are due to the W ar Office for 
permission to dig on the artillery range; to the officers of 
the artillery camp for their help; to the Newcastle W ater
works Company and to Mr. H . L . Honeyman for the loan 
respectively of tools and surveying gear; to our members 
Messrs. T . W ake, H . L . Honeyman and R . Craigs for 
help with the excavation; to Dr. Brynmor Thomas for 
examining soil sam ples; to Dr. K . B . Blackburn for 
pollen analyses, and to Dr. J .  A . Smythe for his examina
tion of the tracked stone.

In spite of its great size the Bellshiels cairn is little



known; after being published in 1881 by the Berwickshire 
Naturalists’ C lub,1 it was lost sight of for fifty years until 
the late J .  Hewat Craw rediscovered it a few years ago.2 
Its westerly position, on a natural route into Scotland and 
within a few miles of the Border, and its isolation from 
the main centres of prehistoric settlement in Northumber
land, suggested affinities with the long cairns of south-west 
Scotland;3 a position exactly paralleled by that of the 
subsequently discovered “  D evil’s lapful ”  cairn4 at the 
head of North Tyne, the only other certain example of the 
type in Northumberland.

The purpose of the excavation was both to ascertain 
these affinities, and, if possible, to pick up a link between 
the Neolithic “  A  ”  pottery of eastern Northumberland5 
and that of the horned cairns of Northern Ireland6 with 
which it shows such surprising similarities. In the matter 
of pottery, unfortunately, we drew blank, and the informa
tion yielded by the excavation was mainly structural.

Bellshiel Law (1068), one of the sandstone hills forming 
the northern border of Redesdale, about seven miles east- 
south-east of Carter Bar, has fairly steep scarps overlook
ing the valley, separated by rather boggy peat-covered 
plateaux. One of these escarpments runs along the face of 
the hill just below the summit (1030 O .D .), and along its 
crest, nearly east and west, lies the long cairn, with a 
round plantation at its east end and the hill-top over
looking it from the west. (Plate xxm .) Southward the 
ground falls sharply to a wide prospect of Redesdale and 
North Tynedale; northward it dips gently into the usual 
peat bog, the edge of which straggles intermittently over 
the surface on which the cairn was built.7

1 B N C  ix , 473.
2 P N 4 v , 357 .
3 See Childe, Prehistory of Scotland, 32.
4 P N 4 v i i , 166.
5 AA4 x i i , 14S.
6 Antiquaries’ Journal, x v , 165.
7 M aps: O .S. 6 in. sheet x l ii  S .W . (1899). 1 in. sheet 3, square

E .  9.



The cairn is 367 feet long, with roughly parallel sides 
splaying to 60 feet width at the east end, 35 feet to 40 feet 
for the most part, but tapering to 29 feet at the west end. 
The maximum height above natural soil, where tested by 
a cross-section, is just over 4 feet. About two-thirds of 
the way from the east end an oblong structure, apparently 
a sheep-fold, has been built out of the south side, of stones 
from the cairn. Apart from this disturbance the edges of 
the cairn are fairly regular; the undulations in the plan 
represent the varying growth of turf and heather up the 
sides. Another extensive disturbance had, according to 
local rumours, taken place in 1912, when much stone was 
carted for road-making, and various relics had been found ; 
but it was not till after our work started that it was possible 
to get in touch with the men who had done the carting, and 
to find out what had been discovered, and where, and how 
much of the cairn had been moved before the carting was 
stopped.8 It turned out that all the work had been done 
at the east end; they had removed only the loose stones 
which formed the centre of the cairn, leaving the closer- 
packed sides as mounds on either hand. The only find 
was an iron spearhead lying “ on the gro u n d ”  at the 
bottom of the loose stones, approximately on the centre 
line of the cairn. This work had produced an appearance 
of horns and a forecourt which misled us until we were 
able to trace the eastern kerb under the turf, and the 
bottom layer of stones, bedded in natural, all over the 
forecourt area. W hen the whole area was cleared, it 
appeared that far from having a recessed end, the eastern 
kerb actually bulged outwards in the centre—an unpre
cedented feature.

Along its whole length the centre of the cairn con
sisted of iarge loose boulders free from soil, merging at 
the sides into smaller stones, more closely packed, em
bedded in earth and covered with turf. The centre stones 
were piled in anyhow, like scree, but towards the edges 

8 P N 4 v i i , 1 1 2 .



there was some evidence of careful building, usually in the 
form of groups of flat stones set on edge, or overlapping 
like tiles. Although the superficial appearance might 
suggest two stages of construction, there was no confirma
tion of this in the cross section, which showed a gradual 
m erging of the two types of building. The loose stony 
part was pitted with irregularly spaced hollows, some of 
which it was thought might represent the collapse of 
internal structures; but no such structures were found in 
the excavated areas, nor could any glimpse of a large slab 
be seen through the chinks of the other hollows; and it 
is probable that most of them are the result of d igging for 
rabbits : indeed, there was a rusty snare at the bottom of 
one of them. There is, however, one big stone visible on 
the northern slope of the cairn, some 70 feet from the 
east end, standing on end, parallel to the long axis, and 
sloping in on the mound. It is 19 inches wide, 6J inches 
thick, and has 4 feet 2 inches of its length visible owing 
to a hole in the cairn which has been cleared out behind 
it. It may be the capstone of a cist, but cannot be in 
its original position, for there are no other traces of a 
structure near it.

The excavation was confined to two main' areas, the 
first, a large area at the east end, the second, a cross section 
about half-way along the cairn, through the mound and 
the ground north and south of it.

A t the east end an area 60 feet north and south by 20 feet 
east and west was laid out to cover the horns and supposed 
forecourt area, subsequently extended eastwards because of 
the bulge in the kerb. The southern half of this was cleared 
down to natural soil, leaving oniy the kerb, while the 
northern half was cleared only down to the surface of the 
cairn, so as to outline its shape. A  parallel cutting was 
made 20 feet west of this area to look for ditches and out
line the kerb of the cairn, and was then joined to the main 
area by a transverse cut following the northern kerb. A  
further cut ran 20 feet west along the central axis of the



cairn, 10 feet wide at the top, and excavated down to 
natural.

A  word should be said here about the sequence of the 
natural soil in this area. Above the hard rock comes the 
“  moorband ”  or soft sandstone, disintegrating into slabs, 
then 6 to 8 inches of silver sand, then as much again 
of peat and humus. W here the escarpment of sandstone 
came close to the surface, these layers were often telescoped 
or absent. Over the western half of the main area the rock 
was close to the old surface, but dipped sharply to a natural 
crack running north and south under the datum point 
(see plan, plate xx iv). East of this another bed of rock 
overlay it, and the eastern kerb lay actually on the live 
rock.

Almost all the southern half of the area had been 
removed above the turf line, but except for a ten-foot 
breach on the south side, the kerb was fortunately intact, 
and the lower courses of the edge of the cairn. This was 
built of biggish stones bedded in natural, on which 
others were piled for the' most part chaotically, but 
occasionally in the overlapping slab formation. In great 
contrast to this rough construction, was the row of well- 
made flat oblong slabs (fig. i), set in natural and curving 
out towards the south-east corner, which must be taken 
as the original kerb in spite of some other stones to the 
south of it. They may be partly the debris of 1912, but it 
is not uncommon to find stones outside the kerb on the 
downhill side of a cairn, whether as the result of natural 
spread or of deliberate banking up, as in the chambered 
long cairn at Kindrochat, near Comrie, Perthshire,9 to 
which our cairn has many points of resemblance. This 
kerb was not of uniform quality, but towards the eastern 
corner appeared to peter out in a straggle of small stones; 
but this was mainly due to the rising of the rock towards 
the east, and the consequent shallowness of the soil in 
which the kerb could be set.



A t the north-east corner, a well-preserved area of 
roughly diamond-shaped slabs set in the natural soil 
formed a kind of rudimentary horn, from which a good 
kerb of large flat srones swept round in a curve correspond
ing to that on the south side. But in contrast with the 
fine north-east corner, the rest of the northern edge con
sisted only of small stones, in no way different from those 
of the rest of the cairn ; but it was a neat and definite 
edge, with very little spread. The cross section showed 
the same situation— no kerb at the northern edge, but 
sim ply a neat cessation of the cairn; at the south side a 
rough row of biggish stones, with a spread of small ones 
beyond it. In fact, it is only at the east end, and for a 
few yards west of the horns, that there is anything like a 
built kerb properly so-called, or indeed any carefully 
constructed features at all.

A  narrow east and west trench, dug to pick up the eastern 
kerb, had revealed the presence of the natural north and 
south crack, previously mentioned, which had here been 
made up to the level of the rest with the usual construction 
of slabs, some flat, some edgewise. Below this undisturbed 
packing was a hollow full of thick black earth and peat, 
cut into the soft moorband where one layer of rock dipped 
under the other. (Section a b , plate xx iv .) A  broad trench 
was dug at right-angles to this to follow out the crack across 
the cairn, and to investigate the hollow. Immediately 
north of the hollow we could not dig because of a post 
in concrete foundations set up by the artillery, but beyond 
that the crack reappeared, much shallower, filled with 
cairn material, and petering* out towards the north, where 
the diamond-shaped slabs lay actually on natural soil. 
South of the hollow, the crack was-only a few inches deep, 
and also filled with ordinary cairn material.

The hollow itself proved to be an oblong cavity, partly 
cut out of the live rock. The east, west and south sides 
were upright rock walls, with a sloping crack in the west 
side at the point where we had first encountered it. The north
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side was formed of a few large stones filling up the natural 
crack, which was pretty shallow except where artificially 
deepened. The average dimensions were 6 feet long by 
3 feet 6 inches wide by 2 feet deep, from the lip of the 
rock (see section a b , plate xx iv). Its size and position 
obviously suggested a grave, as did the heavy black soil

j  INCHES.

at the bottom, although this was very much mixed up with 
sand and rubble from the overlying cairn. A  worked flint 
flake of bluish patina was found in a lump of this black 
soil. (F ig . 2, no. 2.)

D r. Brynm or Thomas, who kindly examined the soil 
for chemical traces of decomposed bone, writes that the



acid-soluble phosphoric acid content proved to be 102 per 
cent., which was rather higher than he would have 
anticipated in such a soil, and lent some weight to the 
view that the hollow was a grave. Though the chemical 
evidence alone is inconclusive, yet taking it in conjunction 
with the size of the hollow, its position in the centre of the east 
end, the presence of a flint implement in it, and the absence 
of any other structures in the east end of the cairn, we may 
fairly conclude that this was the primary burial. More
over, though it is not the kind of burial normal in long 
cairns, a close parallel is recorded from a bronze age 
round cairn excavated by Bateman in Derbyshire,10 where 
a natural fissure is converted into a burial cist by- filling 
up the ends with packed stones, and then raising the cairn 
over it.

Just east of this grave was the most interesting and 
unusual feature of the whole excavation. The line of the 
kerb, which we had at last succeeded in tracing right 
across amid the jumble of quarrymen’s debris, at the point 
opposite the grave deviated eastwards to form a semi
circular setting of stones centred on the grave. The sharp
ness of the deviation was very noticeable, as was the much 
greater definition and regularity of the kerb at this point. 
Between two of its stones was a small splinter of burnt 
flint, part of a pot-boiler, not of vast significance perhaps, 
but one of the only three finds from the site. I know of 
no parallel to this arrangement in a long cairn, but a 
striking parallel did appear, not two hundred yards away, 
in the round cairn which we subsequently excavated, in 
the form of a semicircular setting of stones closing the 
entrance to the main circle. (F ig . 3.)

The cutting taken along the central axis of the cairn 
produced no further structural evidence. There was no 
cist, chamber, or crematorium trench— no post holes, not 
even a fragment of carbonized wood on the old ground 
surface. There was no order observable in the placing of

10 T. Bateman, Ten Years' Diggings, 142.
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the big stones that filled the centre, nor in the solider 
structure of the sides, on which the edges of the cutting 
slightly impinged. The centre was loose right down to 
natural soil, in which the lowest stones were bedded, with 
intermittent patches of peat, the old surface, between them. 

The various cuttings taken to look for ditches (see

f i g . 3 .

above) proved equally negative. To'the north of the cairn, 
6 inches to 8 inches of peat overlay natural— the usua] 
depth in undisturbed soil—while to the south, live rock 
came so close to the surface as to make a ditch impossible. 
The superficial appearance of a ditch which shows both on 
the ground and from the plan is due to the configuration 
of the hill, which begins to dip southward just outside the



northern edge of the cairn. In any case it is only a drop 
of 6 inches over a width of 10 feet or so. The absence of 
ditches was confirmed by the cross section taken half-way 
along the cairn.

The point chosen for this was at 170 feet to 180 feet from 
the east end, where the cairn was in good condition and 
apparently undisturbed. The build exactly matched that 
at the east end— stones large and loose in the centre, small 
and earth-bedded at the sides, mostly haphazard, rarely 
coursed. Both kerbs consisted merely of indefinite rows 
of biggish stones, with a spread beyond the southern one. 
There was nothing like the regular row of slabs at the 
south-east corner, such as elsewhere (e.g. Kindrochat) 
bound the whole length of the cairn. There was again no 
trace of a central structure, extant or collapsed, but in the 
centre of the cutting were three large stones (see plate xxiv), 
one upright, one prone, one oblique. Large stones like 
this were everywhere encountered along the central line, 
but do not seem to have been part of a definite structure.

Am ong the lowest stones, which were mostly bedded 
in the moorband, was a discontinuous layer of peat, the 
old surface, up to 3 inches thick overlying the moorband, 
and broken up by the planting of the stones. A  sample 
of this peat from beneath a flat slab was submitted to 
Dr. Blackburn for pollen analysis, but unfortunately the 
prehistoric vegetation of the Cheviots does not yield a very 
definite climatic chronology—it tends to be all heather and 
grass—and this sample, true to type, produced only a 
single grain of tree pollen (P inus). Curiously enough, the 
peat found in the grave was far richer in pollen grains, 
containing both birch and hazel as well as ericoids, poly
pody, etc., but even there the tree pollen is far too poor 
for statistics. A  sample was analysed from a similar 
position at the base of the round cairn, for comparison 
with the peat from beneath the long cairn, but with the 
same negative results. It contained no tree pollen save 
a grain or two of hazel.



W ith the exception of one find, to be described 
presently, this completed our work on the long cairn : we 
had found a few short stretches of kerbing and rudimentary 
horns at the east end, a rock-cut grave of bronze age type, 
surrounded by a setting of stones also matched in a bronze 
age cairn, a fragment of pot-boiler in the stone setting, 
and a worked flake in the grave. Apart from this, in all 
its great length, there was not a single find, not a single 
structural feature of definite type— no cists, no chambers, 
no ditches, no revetment, no internal structures, no 
secondary burials, no forecourt, no real horns, no more 
than the most crude and spasmodic efforts at regular 
coursing. It is a monster of degeneracy. This, and its 
peripheral position, would alone justify us in assigning a 
late date to it, but when to the negative evidence of the 
atrophy of nearly all the classical features, is added the 
positive evidence of the bronze age borrowings in the 
east end, which alone seems to have any purpose in its 
construction and must therefore be the raison d ’etre of the 
cairn, we cannot put the monument any earlier than the 
contemporary bronze age of the district.

But the western Cheviots, from their unsuitability for 
early settlement, are also on the periphery of the North
umbrian bronze age culture, which only at a comparatively 
late date spreads up from the east. Thus it is only in their 
late phases that the western megalithic and eastern bronze 
age cultures meet and to some extent fuse in this area. 
V ery few bronze age remains are known at all in Redes- 
dale. There is a round barrow on the Dour Hill mound a 
mile or so aw a y ; and, significantly enough, several 
barrows, stone circles and standing stones on the line of 
Dere Street, which passes within half a mile of Bellshiels; 
and last summer Mr. Craigs discovered the first known 
barrow group in the area, one of which we excavated, 
on Belfshiel Law itself. It is becoming increasingly 
clear that in most of Northumberland the bronze age 
lasted right down till Rom an times : and in this central



area, the meeting place of bronze age and neolithic 
cultures, there is no inherent reason why elements of the 
latter should not last on in the same way.

Hence the importance of the third find. It was found 
between the bases of two of the flat kerb stones of the 
north-east corner, on the natural soil, in a position similar 
to that of the pot-boiler. It was a “  tracked stone/’ 11 an 
oval water-worn pebble of hard silicious sandstone, with 
a pronounced oblique groove on one face and two fainter 
ones on the other (fig. 2). This type of tool is very 
common in Northern Ireland, where it belongs to the 
advanced early iron age ,12 and in parts of Scotland, where 
it can be dated quite closely to the period of the brochs, 
c.  a .d .  i . 13 Somewhat similar tools in Scandinavia have 
been identified as strike-a-lights by their association with 
boxes presumed to be for tinder.14 The groove is 
obviously the product of rubbing, not striking, and on 
such hard stone could only be made with the help of sand 
and water, so it can hardly result from the blows of the 
iron striker; but Sarauw suggests15 that the groove was 
made by sharpening the iron tool, so that the stone served 
a double purpose, as strike-a-light and sharpener.

Such being its date, has it any bearing on the date of 
the cairn ? Can it be considered contemporary with it ? It 
is with the trepidations of the conscious heretic that the 
writer ventures to suggest that there are more difficulties 
in the way of regarding the stone as a secondary intrusion 
than of bringing the cairn down to this very late date. It 
is true it was not “  sealed ”  : the stripping of the turf and 
humus outside the kerb showed it in the crack between 
the two stones. But as the stones almost met above it, it

11 See Evans, Ancient Stone Implem ents, 270.
12 Information from Dr. A . Mahr.
13 Childe, Prehistory of Scotland, 237.
14 G. Sarauw, L e feu et son emploi dans le nord de U E u ro p e  aux 

temps prehistoriques et protohistoriques. Annales du X X e Congres arch, 
et hist, de Belgique. Vol. 1, 2 13 . I am, grateful to Mr. A . J .  H . 
Edwards for this reference.

15 Ibid., 216 .
U



could not have percolated through the soil. If it got there 
after the monument was built, it could not have rolled or 
dropped; it must have been put there. Now all the finds 
in the cairn, the stone and the two flints, are associated 
with the east end kerb and the grave which it surrounds. 
The stone is set at one of the few points where the kerb 
is really definite, at the south-east corner, and its position 
at this significant point suggests purpose, not accident. 
If one attributes it to secondary intrusion it is odd that 
there are no other secondary finds or signs of disturbance 
in the cairn except the rabbit trap and the chips of the 
1912 quarrymen, odd that a casual intrusion should, in 
that enormous cairn, have hit on one of the few points of 
any significance to the original builders; then, if we call it 
secondary but deliberate, while admitting that the flints 
and grave are primary, it is an incredible stretch of co
incidence that they should be in exactly similar positions 
if they have nothing to do with each other. But if we call 
them all secondary, flints, stone and grave, we beg the 
whole question, bring the whole business end of the cairn 
down to the Romano-British period, and leave no explana
tion for the rest of it. In fact, to believe the cairn earlier 
than the stone involves altogether too much dependence 
on coincidence.

On general grounds, too, we have seen that the late 
date is not so im probable; indeed, the history of Redesdale 
would furnish whole sermons on the text of cultural overlap 
in the Highland Zone— Mr. Percy Hedley tells me that the 
custom of gavelkind lasted there until the nineteenth 
century !

W e now turn to the other element in our overlap, the 
group of round barrows which Mr. Craigs discovered in the 
bracken further down the hill. Some were partly destroyed 
by the road-makers— nearly all the rest were atypical, as 
one would expect on the overlap hypothesis—especially 
one interesting oblong structure with very big slabs 
appearing through the turf. W e chose for excavation the



most normal-looking one, 175 yards downhill from the 
artillery post, a mound of earth and small stones bounded 
by a good kerb of large stones, some as much as 2 feet by 
3 feet, set on end and sloping in on the body of the cairn. 
Its only abnormality was a sort of tail, lower than the 
rest, straggling uphill. T his proved eventually to con
tain the crescentic setting already mentioned, which closed 
the entrance to the circle. The maximum height of the 
cairn on its central diameter was only 1 foot 5 inches above 
natural soil, while 8 inches of humus and peat covered the 
ground outside the circle, and submerged some of the 
kerb-stones. W ithin the circle the peat had been almost 
entirely removed before building, and only a little remained 
at the base of the cairn. Apart from this intermittent 
layer the material of the cairn was absolutely homogeneous 
—small stones that a man could lift with one hand, close 
packed in earth, and turf covered. A  neat round thumb 
scraper (fig. 2, 1) was found sticking in natural soil almost 
plumb in the centre, but there was no disturbance or 
change of soil colour. If there had been a burial here it 
had left no trace. Outside the cairn the natural soil was 
equally undisturbed, and there was no ditch.

When completely excavated the kerb proved to be 
regular and well made, unlike that of the long cairn. The 
main revetment formed a roughly penannular enclosure, 
with the ends turned out to form a sort of passage of good 
squared stones, about 8 inches high, of which one on the 
east side had been robbed recently, having protruded 
through the shallow mound that masked this area. A t a lower 
level, deeply embedded in natural soil, was a stone 3 feet east 
and west by 1 foot 3 inches north and south, with slightly 
ridged back projecting some 2 or 3 inches, forming a sill to 
the entrance to the main circle. The entrance was closed by 
the semicircular setting of stones added to the northern 
side, built of stones overlapping on to each other, and 
ultimately on to the circle proper (plate xxm , fig. 1). The 
farthest north stone of the semicircle, the end of the north



and south axis of the cairn, is more prominent than the rest.
The broken circle, whether as a  causewayed ditch or a 

stone circle with an entrance, belongs to the ordinary 
round barrow tradition. But when these features appear 
with-the addition of an entrance passage and sill stone, we 
seem to have here ideas borrowed from the megalithic 
tomb tradition of passage and chamber, usually with a 
threshold stone. Often the entrances to chambered tombs 
were masked with a pile of stones or earth which could 
easily be moved when the tomb was to be used again, and 
that would seem to correspond with the “ t a i l”  outside 
the entrance; but the closest parallel is between the 
external semicircular setting of stones in the round cairns 
and that opposite the grave in the long. Each of them is 
without parallel in its own type of monument, and seems 
to be a purely local feature developing out of the coales
cence of two traditions. Each type of cairn has borrowed 
features from the other, and both have developed a new 
feature in common. One could hardly have clearer 
evidence of fusion of cultures.

THE DOUR HILL MOUND.
The mound investigated is on 6-inch map sheet X L I ,  

N E  (1898), just south-west of the angle in the fence run
ning north and south across the head of R a lp h ’s Cleugh, 
near the point called K ip  End, and below the most bulging 
part of the 1250 contour above the junction of the Cottons- 
hope Burn with the Rede. Its position tallies with ] . Hewat 
C raw ’s description of it as seven furlongs north-east of the 
bridge over the Cottonshope Burn at Low Byrness, and it 
is generally believed to be the cairn he visited and pub
lished ;16-but it differs from his account in several important 
details, and in any case is quite clearly natural, although 
a protruding oblong slab might be mistaken for a cist lid.
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There is a small round cairn on top of the mound, appar
ently intact. It is perhaps possible that the cairn Mr. Craw 
found has got lost again in the deep jungle of bracken, and 
his name attached to the wrong mound, although no other 
likely mound could be found in the immediate neighbour
hood.


