
SUMMARY

Between 2000 and 2004 a cairn was excavated at
Scald Hill, Northumberland ( NT 93762 21485)
by the Border Archaeological Society. The cairn,
composed of stone and earth, lay at a height of
350 m OD. It was orientated east-west, and
measured 11 m x 6.8 m. Two flint flakes (one
struck) and a hammerstone were recovered. The
cairn’s function remains unclear, although its
origin as either a mortuary cairn or arising from
field clearance is considered.

LOCATION (FIGS. 1–2)

From the lower eastern flanks of Cheviot 
(815 m), the Harthope Burn begins its winding
course north-eastward to join with the Carey
Burn. In its upper reaches the Harthope Burn
occupies a steep-sided valley that, for much of
its course, lies almost perpetually in the
shadow of the subsidiary crests that here flank
the central massif. At 549 m, Scald Hill is the
first of such crests to flank its northern margin,
the hill rising from a short spur just below the
Cheviot dome. Its south-eastern slope is
drained by short streams that have etched a
course through the soft glacial drift and cut
into the underlying pink granite to feed into
the Harthope Burn. One such tributary is
known locally as the Dipper Syke on account
of the sheep enclosure (with its sheep dip) that
lies on its western bank (NT 9383 2145). Above
the enclosure, solifluction has left character-
istic scars on the steeper slopes, with plateaus
of deposition below. It is upon such a plateau
that the prominent low mound forming the
subject of this short note sits (NT 93762
21485).

Composed of stone and earth, the cairn lies
at a height of 350 m OD on ground that falls
gently to the east. Prior to excavation it ap-
peared as a trapezoidal elongated mound with
a uniformly level crest. Aligned in an east
south-east direction (102°) its narrow western
terminal emerged from the hillside, with its
prominence increasing eastwards until its
broad, eastern terminal stood to a height of
just over 1 m proud of its immediate sur-
roundings.

DISCOVERY AND EXCAVATION 
(FIGS. 1–7)

The second-named author noted the cairn in
1999 and in the following year the Border
Archaeological Society (BAS) included it with-
in a survey of cairns, circular structures and
enclosures on the south-eastern slopes of Scald
Hill. Its situation, form and proportions were
suggestive of a Neolithic long-cairn, though it
was below the size range for this type of monu-
ment. Emboldened by the existence of a
broadly similar, though somewhat larger, ex-
ample of a long stone cairn at the Dod, within
6 km of Scald Hill (Gates 1982), it was hoped
that excavation by BAS might resolve its char-
acter and origins. Between 2000–2002 excava-
tion of the fore-part of the cairn down to the
natural subsoil (Contexts 2 & 3) was carried
out under the direction of the second-named
author, but being unavailable to complete the
project, the first-named author was invited to
oversee the final two seasons of work at the site.

The following summarises the sequence of
contexts encountered in an ascending order of
deposition. Interim statements have appeared
in the Border Archaeological Society Bulletin
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(see Aylett and Miket, 2003). The excavation
archive, including the finds and the full report
of the excavation, has been deposited with the
Museum of Antiquities, Newcastle Upon Tyne
[Accession No. 2006.2].

Context 1 Granite Bedrock

This was not encountered within the area of
excavation, but its existence beneath the site was
clearly indicated in the adjacent stream cutting,
where it underlay the compacted orange drift of
Context 2.

Context 2 Glacial Drift

Compacted fine orange sand, including stones and
boulders predominantly of granite and andesite,
forming a glacial till deposit which uniformly
blanketed the entire area of excavation.

Context 3 Stone deposit enveloped within the drift

Layer of stone and fine, sandy, soil. This was a
substantial layer, enveloped within Context 2. It
underlay the entire area of the cairn and extended
beyond it, notably to the west, northwest and south.
The stones within its make-up ranged in size from
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Fig. 1 Location of the site.
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300 mm to 600 mm in length. though the majority
of stones were small (up to 300 mm) also present
were larger boulders of up to 600 mm in length. All
of local derivation, the rock types represented
included granite, andesite, quartz and tourmaline.
This band was overlain in places by a thin deposit of
fine drift deposits (Context 2), up to 50 mm in
thickness, similar to that within which it was set.

Context 4 Shallow Depression partially overlain by
the Western Terminal 

Partially underlying the cairn (Context 5) at its
western end, but also extending beyond the skirt of
stonework to the north-west, was a very shallow,
irregular depression. It was filled with an admixture
of fine sand and dark soil and contained an
unworked flint spall [Finds. S1; E165/N705].

Context 5 Cairn (figs. 3–7)

A substantial cairn comprised of gathered stone
and dark humic soil measuring a little under 12 m in

length, with its long axis orientated ESE (102°). It
emerged from the hill-slope as a prominent nose of
stone, expanding to a maximum width of 6.8 m,
some 5 m from of its broader eastern terminal.
Its characteristics were as follows;

5.1 Cairn composed of stones of various sizes and
of similar type to that found scattered across
the landscape, contained within the underlying
stone band (Context 3) and emerging from
exposures such as the stream bank nearby.
These were interspersed with extensive pockets
of humic soil, particularly towards the east.
Randomly distributed throughout the cairn
make-up and across its surface, were variously
sized fragments of quartz. These occurred in
no visibly systematic disposition, but were ran-
domly distributed both within the cairn and
across its surface. A single lightly retouched
flint flake was recovered from the humic soil
(Finds. S2)

5.2 The perimeter of the cairn, for most of its
course, was delineated by an irregular edge of
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Fig. 2 View south-eastwards across the Harthope Valley towards Housey Crags, with the site in the mid fore-
ground.
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stones overlying the above contexts. Only along
the southern perimeter was the edge further
distinguished by the occasional inclusion of
substantial boulders, and within the north-
eastern quadrant, where a perception that the
stonework appeared to be set in a more linear
fashion resulted in definition of what gave the
cairn its apparent horned shape.

5.3 Within the cairn, flanking either side of the
crest and running in an irregular and random
linear fashion along its length, were boulders
that in cross-section appeared to produce a
stepped profile to the cairn. These rested upon
earlier cairn make-up, with their base at a
height of between 300–400 mm above the
natural surface.

5.4 Across the western part of the cairn a ‘skin’ of
more densely-packed stonework directly under-
lay the turf. It existed only as a thin layer, to the
depth of a single course.

The cairn had suffered considerable damage at its
south-eastern extremity. This was apparent from the
loss of stonework in that area.

Context 6

Peat, overlying Context 5, supporting heather and
bent fescue grassland.

Context 7 (figs. 3 and 7)

Arc of stones situated on the long axis of the cairn
near the eastern extremity. The stones rested upon a
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Fig. 4 Sections through the cairn (1:50).
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thin layer of fine orange sand only 25 mm in
thickness (Context 2). The arc was formed of seven
stones, all of granite clearly chosen for their similar
size; all range between 100–200 mm in width and
length and between 70–100 mm in thickness. The
arrangement measured a little over 1 m in length.
The distance between the terminals was only 
840 mm and the depth enclosed is 300 mm.

Context 8

Dark fine sand that overlay Context 3. and circum-
vented the north-west and south-eastern perimeter
of the cairn. Nowhere did it appear to underlie the
stonework of the cairn, being distinct (though only
by its darker discolouration and finer grain) from
Context 3. Where the edge of the cairn remained
intact it ran up to the stonework and was clearly
later. Within the south-eastern quadrant of the area
of excavation it occupied a linear depression in
Context 3, extending across the area where the
stonework from the cairn was less cohesive.

INTERPRETATION

Context 2 represents the erosion process of the
glacial drift which produces the Brown Forest
Soils around the Cheviot Massif. The effects of
solifluction, leading to localised landslips,
resulted in re-deposition of some of this cover-
ing at lower levels; this is represented on the
site by Context 3. A shallow and irregular
depression then formed on the surface of this
re-deposited material before the cairn was
built; this is context 4, containing a small spall
of unworked flint. The cairn itself (Context 5)
is a complex structure. The arcuate setting of
small stones near the east terminal is probably
an early feature rather than a later modifica-
tion, since it sits upon the Brown Forest Soil
(Context 2) rather than upon cairn material.
Nearby, to both north and south, were slight
traces of charcoal. The absence of cairn mat-
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Fig. 5 The cairn from the north-west, showing the north-western terminal, larger boulders on the southern side
and ‘skin’ of stones. 2003.
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Fig. 6 Cairn from the south-east.

erial and stone from the south eastern part of
the structure, which prevents reconstruction of
the plan and section of the eastern end, is due
to erosion by a water channel. The fact that the
peat of Context 6 overlies the cairn indicates
that its construction pre-dates the end of the
mediaeval period, when peat formation seems
to have affected the lower reaches of the
Cheviots.

Though clearly man-made, the function of
this cairn is difficult to establish. The most

likely interpretations are as either the product
of field-clearance or as a ritual cairn. In favour
of the latter suggestion is the fact that the
orientation, situation, form and proportions
find analogies in Neolithic long cairns. A
similar interpretation has been claimed for a
long stone cairn at the Dod, within 6 km of
Scald Hill (Gates 1982). In addition the small
arc of stones near the eastern terminal and on
the central axis, as well as the ‘skin’ of stones
overlying the cairn core, might appear to be a
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more deliberate deposition than would be
expected of field clearance. No human remains
were, however, noted. This might be explicable
as the effect of acidic soils but a Neolithic cairn
interpretation is still difficult to sustain when
we lack any mortuary structure. What is more,
neither the flecks of charcoal nor the findspot
of flint flakes or the hammerstone seem to
suggest any funereal concentration.

The seemingly deliberate patterned nature of
stone deposition need not however run counter
to the alternative suggestion that the cairn
results from field clearance. Large perimeter
stones are a natural product of field clearance
activity, forming a retaining “wall” to stop
spreading, and the discontinuous and irregular
inclusion of large boulders on the south side
could reflect the immediate area under clear-
ance. The stepped profile is also a natural
element of a field-clearance cairn when the

dumped accumulation reaches a height where
further stone revetting is required. All of these
features were, indeed, present in the spoil-heap
erected during the excavation. Only the ‘skin’
of small stones is not easily explicable in this
context, though it may represent a final clear-
ance with later erosion of the soil between the
stones.

Just 30 m to the south west of the cairn
under review, lies a second cairn that also
projects as a nose of stone from the hillslope.
Though smaller than its close neighbour (8 m x
5 m), it is of similar orientation, form and
proportions. At a height of 350 m O.D. both
these cairns lie close to the limits of arable
cultivation. Above this, prehistoric settlement
in the Cheviots thins markedly. The closest lies
south east of the cairn, where a settlement of
circular houses, with their fields and clearance
cairns straddles the 290 m contour.
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Fig. 7 The arc of stones near the south-eastern terminal.
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Fig. 8 Hammerstone (1:2).

FINDS

(The findspot within the area of excavation follows
the NGR system; i.e. Easting / Northing. See site
plan, fig. 3)

Stone

S1. Flint flake (not illustrated). Unstruck. Length 
7 mm, max. width 5 mm Found at E165/N705
within the dark sandy fill of Context 4.

S2. Flint flake (not illustrated). Mottled grey flint,
length 12 mm, max. width 9 mm Slight second-
ary flaking. Found in topsoil at E1145/N0185.

S3. Hammerstone (fig. 8). Smooth pebble, half-
moon in shape with flattened sides. Length 
96 mm, max. width 61 mm, max. thickness 
45 mm Weight 88 gms. One distal end shows
evident wear as does part of the ridge. Found
within the topsoil (Context 6) at E1230/N0185.
(Scale 1.2.)
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