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1 Testing and using the model 

This chapter considers how the modelled landscape described in the previous chapter 

might be tested against reality.  The usefulness of the model ultimately depends on 

the accuracy with which the underlying evidence has been identified and categorised.   

As presented in this study the landscape of Burra, Houss and Trondra is thought to 

have contained a number of settlements which were occupied at different points in 

time.  One major assumption has been that archaeological sites and monuments in 

the field can be identified and dated from their unexcavated appearance by analogy 

with similar sites which have been investigated further.  Another assumption is that, 

even in the absence of these sites and monuments, certain other features and 

characteristics such as good agricultural soil or an early place name may indicate the 

presence of a settlement.  Both of these assumptions need to be examined further, 

and this chapter sets out a future programme of fieldwork which could be 

implemented within a research agenda. 

This chapter looks first at the points where the model should be tested for 

completeness and accuracy.  The identification of archaeological evidence needs to 

be confirmed, and the activity dated; places where there is archaeology need to be 

tested for the presence of contemporary anthrosols.  In the same way settlements 

which have been identified from the presence of good soil or from an early place 

name, need to be investigated to ascertain the age of the agricultural soil and to test 

whether there is archaeology present. 

This chapter then considers how this might be achieved, looking at a range of 

methods and techniques before making recommendations on the basis of 

effectiveness and economy.   

Finally it presents a series of suggested work programmes.  These are designed to 

ascertain how often the different categories of evidence occur together, with a view 

to assessing whether the different approaches do indeed come to a consistent 

conclusion. 

1.1 Underlying principles 

It has been pointed out in another study that when using a multi-disciplinary 

approach, it is important to let each different discipline come to its own conclusions 

before applying the principles of convergence and contrast (Paterson, 1999: 261).   



For the purposes of analysis, the evidence included in the model might be divided 

into two kinds: archaeological and other.  This study has therefore followed good 

practice in considering these two types of material separately before combining them 

in the model; the points of evidence advanced to support the inclusion or rejection of 

individual sites were set out in Chapter 5: The archaeological evidence and Chapter 

6: Expanding the archaeology.   

Each site included in the model shows indications that one or both kinds of evidence 

are present: sites which contain neither type of evidence are excluded.  For the 

purposes of discussion each site in the study area may be regarded as belonging to 

one of four categories, as illustrated in this matrix:  

PERIOD Archaeological sites / 

monuments 

NO archaeological sites / 

monuments 

Other 

evidence  

(1) 

Settlements which contain not 

only archaeological sites and 

monuments of the period but 

also other evidence to suggest 

occupation 

(3) 

Settlements which do not 

contain any archaeological sites 

and monuments but which do 

contain other evidence to 

suggest occupation in this 

period 

NO other 

evidence 

(2) 

Settlements which only contain 

archaeological sites and 

monuments of the period 

(4) 

(Settlements which contain no 

evidence to suggest occupation 

in the period under discussion) 

TABLE 8-1: CATEGORIES FOR DISCUSSION 

The modelled landscape was presented as a series of maps in Chapter 7: The 

landscape model.  Settlements which appear in categories (1) and (2) above were 

shown as red spots and those which appear in category (3) as blue stars.  

The evidence used to model occupation of the different settlements in each period of 

the Iron Age is expressed as a matrix in Table 8-2: Categories of evidence. 

The first questions are therefore whether the sites contained in each category have 

been accurately identified and allocated to the appropriate period, and whether there 

are any omissions. 
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1.2 Accuracy of data  

If Iron Age settlements have been correctly identified in the model, then both 

archaeological and other evidence should be found in most locations.  Both 

archaeological and other evidence needs to be examined separately to ensure that it 

has been correctly identified and dated.  Where the evidence is shown to be sound 

but only one kind occurs, then the location should be investigated further for signs of 

the other kind.  

Consideration also needs to be given to the question of whether sites have been 

incorrectly omitted from the model either because their date cannot readily be 

estimated or because they are completely unknown.    

1.2.1 Archaeological evidence 

The type and date of archaeological sites and monuments in the model should be 

established.  Where occupation is only predicted on the basis of other evidence, 

efforts should be made to locate and recover datable archaeological evidence: 

IRON AGE PERIOD Archaeological sites / 

monuments 

NO archaeological sites / 

monuments 

Other evidence  (1) 

 

 

 

 

(3) 

 

 

NO other evidence (2) 

 

(4) 

 

 

TABLE 8-3: TESTING ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE 

Ideally all of the referenced sites and structures in locations identified as categories 

(1) and (2) should be investigated to check their form and type.  Suitable material 

should be recovered from a secure context and then subjected to modern scientific 

dating methods.  Only Tougs and Burland have been so dated; other sites have been 

categorised by analogy with evidence from elsewhere.   

This exercise should include the middens at Clett, Minn and House which are said to 

have yielded “Iron Age” pottery.  Even assuming that they could be located, the 

original sherds would provide only limited information because of the difficulties 

associated with the coarse pottery sequence in Shetland.   

Check for archaeo- 

logical evidence and 

establish date 

Using scientific 

methods establish 

date of sites and 

monuments 

identified in listed 

locations  



Inappropriate inclusion of non-Iron Age sites in the modelled landscape is one 

problem.  Conversely some settlements in the study area may have been omitted 

because although sites and monuments were visible, they were thought to belong to 

another period.   

The potential extent of under-reporting in the Early Iron Age is indicated by a closer 

examination of the category (3) settlements.  Oval houses and burnt mounds with no 

obvious structural content were excluded from the model of Early Iron Age 

occupation.  This was because so many went out of use during the Late Bronze Age 

and it was not possible to state from observation alone which sites may have 

continued in use.   

Separately, nine sites were predicted as occupied in the Early Iron Age because they 

lay on naturally good soils.  Six of these contain the remains of oval houses or 

similar, and five contain burnt mounds of different kinds:  

FIGURE 8-1: UNDATED MONUMENTS NEAR POSSIBLE EARLY IRON AGE SITES 

In some cases there is more than one house present: 

ISLAND SETTLEMENT OVAL HOUSES & “CLUSTERED SETTLEMENTS” 

Burra Meal  EASE # WB40 / SMR # 855 / NMRS # HU33NE25 

 SMR # 854 / NMRS # HU33NE26 

 Grunasound  SMR # 339 / NMRS # HU33SE14 

 Sandwick   SMR # 827 / NMRS # HU33SE55 

 EASE # WB15 / SMR # 827 / NMRS # HU33SE56 

   

Houss Norbister  EASE # EB14 / SMR # 3485 

 Bloomister   EASE # EB40 

 SMR # 3065 / NMRS # HU33SE81 

   

Trondra Hogaland  EASE # T19 

TABLE 8-4: OVAL HOUSES NEAR PREDICTED SITES 

Meal 

Grunasound 

Sandwick 

Easter 

Hogaland 
Norbister Bloomister 

the Hame toun 

Cauldhame 

Hogaland 

Undated oval house(s) / 

“clustered dwelling” 

Burnt mound(s) 



This suggests that if these houses and burnt mounds were scientifically dated they 

are likely to show evidence of having been occupied in the Early Iron Age.   

1.2.2 Other evidence 

A key assumption in this study is that Iron Age structures will be associated with the 

presence of contemporary soils.  It was assumed as a working hypothesis that soils 

which were the most valuable and productive in historic times were deep anthrosols 

which began to be established in the Iron Age.  Settlements with good soil were 

identified on the basis of documents and maps, using the merks/acre ratio as a proxy 

for anthrosol depth.  The connection between a high merks/acre ratio and depth of 

soil needs to be confirmed. 

The date of the soils therefore also needs to be established.  Different soil 

management methods were used over the centuries and if agricultural soil in a 

particular location was indeed built up and managed over an extended period, then 

the ground should contain evidence of this.  Plaggen soils in particular may be 

expected to have contributed most to the depth of soil in terms of bulk.  The Plaggen 

system was prominent in both the Iron Age and the Middle Ages and for the 

purposes of this study it is important to be able to distinguish between them.  

Plaggen soils were discussed in Chapter 2: The shape of the country and Chapter 6: 

Expanding the archaeology.   

In places where Iron Age structures are present, it is expected that there will be 

evidence of contemporary cultivation.  Thus even where good soil has not been 

located by documentary means, the ground around Iron Age sites and monuments 

should be tested for the presence of buried agricultural soils.  These should also be 

dated: 

IRON AGE PERIOD Archaeological sites / 

monuments 

NO archaeological sites / 

monuments 

Other evidence  (1) 

 

 

 

 

(3) 

 
Examine extent, depth and period of agricultural 

soil formation in each listed location 



IRON AGE PERIOD Archaeological sites / 

monuments 

NO archaeological sites / 

monuments 

NO other evidence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(2) 

 

(4) 

 

 

TABLE 8-5: TESTING OTHER EVIDENCE 

Comprehensive examination of the extent, depth and period of agricultural soil 

formation in settlements noted in categories (1) and (3) would provide a history of 

cultivation in that location and should verify or disprove the presence of Iron Age 

activity. 

1.2.3 Lack of evidence 

Some sites may have been inappropriately included in the model, but it is also the 

case that others have been incorrectly excluded.  In some locations either or both 

kinds of evidence may have been removed by human or natural processes.   

In order to provide a check on unintended bias in the approach taken to constructing 

the model, a selection of places which show no evidence should be tested as a 

control:  

IRON AGE PERIOD Archaeological sites / 

monuments 

NO archaeological sites / 

monuments 

Other evidence  (1) 

 

(3) 

 

NO other evidence 

 

 

 

(2) 

 

(4) 

 

 

TABLE 8-6: TESTING FOR UNKNOWN EVIDENCE 

These sites would be expected to yield neither archaeological nor soil evidence for 

Iron Age activity.   

The risk of under-reporting with respect to the Early Iron Age (c. 800-400 BC) is 

particularly acknowledged, and the control sites should include a sample of oval 

houses and burnt mounds throughout the study area.   

A particular problem which requires to be addressed is the effect of erosion and land 

loss around the coasts of the study area, leading to the loss of archaeological 

Check for presence 

of agricultural soil 

and establish 

extent, depth and 

period 

Control sites 



material.  The consequences of sandblow and coastal erosion on the machair lands 

around the Sands of Meal and the Links of Minn were discussed in detail in earlier 

chapters.  The omission of these places from the model may distort the analysis. 

1.3 Methods available to test the data 

Whatever methods of further investigation are chosen to assess the accuracy of the 

data, they must be cost-effective for the research institutions and acceptable to the 

landowner.  The landowner of the unexcavated mound with clustered dwellings at 

Clett (SMR # 832 / NMRS # HU33SE70), for example, does not want the site 

disturbed on what is a working croft. 

A number of approaches are available, and their practicality and effectiveness are 

considered below.   Many do not involve ground intervention.   

The least intrusive method of testing is survey and this is considered first.  It is also 

the means likeliest to provide evidence for settlements which may have been 

removed or obscured by sea level rise. 

1.3.1 Contour survey and geo-physical survey 

The advantage of using survey as a primary tool to assess the presence or absence of 

archaeological structures is that it allows maximum site preservation.  For this reason 

is often preferred by landowners.  Different types of survey used together may 

provide a more rounded picture of a location. 

The usefulness of the survey approach has been shown as Old Scatness and also at 

Tofts Ness in Orkney.   

The multi-period settlement mound at Old Scatness contained a complicated 

stratigraphic sequence and was surveyed ahead of excavation (Dockrill et al., 1995).  

Three-dimensional topographical survey was combined with magnetic and earth 

resistance surveys using the twin probe configuration (at both 0.5m and 1m 

separation of the mobile probes).  A detailed survey of the topography was combined 

with integrated magnetic and earth resistance data sets in order to interpret the 

underlying deposits.  The resolution at greater depth provided by the increased probe 

separation provided considerable detail of the buried archaeology. 

A contour survey will generally be much more effective when combined with a geo-

physical survey using the same grid because this allows features to be compared, for 



example allowing a surface feature to be interpreted as an earthwork or walling 

depending on whether it contains stone.   

A combination of methods was also used at Tofts Ness, Sanday (Dockrill et al., 

1994: 139-141), and the information was presented for publication at the same scale 

over the same area (e.g. the burnt mound in Illus. 4.30 in Dockrill et al., 1994: 140).  

This allows a reader to compare and contrast the information and interpret it more 

readily.   

In the study area, a contour survey would provide a simple and cost-effective 

overview of the surface relief where sites lack visible or recognisable features.  A 

survey to record the variations in heights and levels on a particular site would 

identify scatters of building stone or slight undulations in the surface and show how 

they relate to the natural slope.  It would also allow the morphology of structures to 

be assessed for example identifying them as rectilinear or inserted in an earlier 

feature and the presence of stone features could be tested by probing. 

At its simplest and cheapest this kind of survey can comprise a sketch plan with 

hachures to indicate well defined slopes and relative gradients.  A more sophisticated 

and expensive approach involving the use of manual or computerised survey 

equipment would allow a numerical value to be put on levels and add physical 

dimensions.   

A magnetometer survey should detect ditches and pits and also magnetic hotspots 

such as hearths, kilns and middens with high ash content.  A fluxgate gradiometer 

has been used in this context in the Northern Isles (Dockrill et al., 2007b: 113-117).  

Where effective, a resistivity survey should identify buried features such as stone 

walls (areas of high resistance) and ditches and middens (areas of low resistance).  

The use of a twin probe would avoid distortion.   

In the study area, however, the use of geo-physical survey may vary in its reliability.  

Useful in areas of anthropogenic soil, these methods are potentially less effective on 

areas of sandy machair (e.g. Clark, 1996: 100-101).  They may also be sensitive to 

the underlying geology (Clark, 1996: 133).   

 

1.3.2 Soil sampling 

The recovery of soil samples has the potential to demonstrate the history of 

cultivation at a particular location. 



It has already been pointed out that certain soils are distinctive and can indicate 

particular kinds of activity which have been found to be characteristic of different 

periods; Plaggen soils, for example, indicate intensified agriculture and are found 

commonly in the Iron Age and in the medieval period.  Similarly, very high levels of 

phosphate are characteristic of the Iron Age.  The development of agricultural soil in 

Shetland was discussed more fully in Chapter 2: The shape of the country, and is 

summarised in the following Table: 

PERIOD ENRICHMENT PHOSPHATE 

CONTENT 

Modern As Medieval plus lime Low 

Medieval Plaggen soils, addition of seaweed Low to moderate 

Norse Addition of fish waste & seaweed Moderate to high 

Iron Age Plaggen soils (turf and manure) Very high 

Bronze Age / Early Iron Age Hearth ash, some kitchen waste Moderate 

TABLE 8-7: MANURING REGIMES 

An example is provided by the work in Area L at Old Scatness where a 1.5 m x 1.0 

m test pit produced two sets of ard-marks and a series of at least five different soils.  

The visible differences within the soils suggested a development in manuring 

strategies through time and the sequence was sampled for botanical remains and soil 

micromorphology (Dockrill et al., 2002: 31).  Sieving produced artefact fragments 

(mostly abraded pottery) (Dockrill et al., 2007c: 105).  Carbonised barley which 

could be radiocarbon dated was also recovered (Outram and Batt, 2010).     

The work at Old Scatness shows how thin section analysis of soil samples can 

identify fertilizing materials such as bone fragments, peat remains, animal manures, 

and fuel ash residues which have been added to arable soils.  It can also identify 

textural features such as the presence of dusty clays which might indicate 

disturbance such as ploughing, or material being dumped onto another surface.  

Measurement of magnetic susceptibility can indicate anthropogenic activity 

(Dockrill et al., 2008: 89).  Testing for total phosphate levels can assess the levels of 

enhancement, and the sources of the phosphate can be identified from the nature of 

the fertilising materials identified in the thin section analysis. 

More specifically soils can be linked into a securely dated sequence when examined 

in conjunction with firstly a programme of dating using optically stimulated 

luminescence (OSL) and secondly radiocarbon dating of recovered material such as 

charcoal or charred barley.  Separately, soil samples may also include fragmentary 

artefacts. 



Limited ground intervention is involved in the use of augering surveys and test pits.  

Both of these techniques can provide both environmental and artefactual 

information, and thus may answer questions about archaeological and soil evidence 

in the same exercise. 

1.3.3 Augering and test pits 

Buried anthrosols will not be visible from surface inspection and in considering the 

presence and extent of agricultural soils on different settlements, both augering and 

test pits may be of use.  Augering is cost-effective and less disruptive to the 

landowner and will produce information about relative soil depth.  It should also be 

possible to observe carbonised flecking and bone fragments (depending on the soil 

pH).  The sampling strategy adopted would need to take into account the effect of 

random variation, and the small size of some cultivation plots.   

Limitations notwithstanding, auger surveys were undertaken with good success at 

Old Scatness, Jarlshof, Clevigarth and other broch sites in South Mainland 

(Guttmann et al., 2008).  Here the surveys were undertaken in transects, with 

boreholes placed at regular intervals of 25m to 50m.  Additional boreholes were 

sampled at closer intervals wherever a change was noted, to identify the precise 

location of the transition.  This approach made it clear that soil around Eastshore 

broch only occurred in very restricted area close to the settlement site (Guttmann et 

al., 2008: 805). 

At some locations in the study area augering may be the only practical option.  At 

Brough modern houses encroach on the broch site itself and obtaining permission to 

dig test pits may therefore not be straightforward.  The site had already been 

disturbed in the nineteenth century by the removal of stone for the Scalloway pier.  

The best modern land, however, lies below the broch along the shore.  This may be a 

more logical place to test for anthrosols but the soft material along the coast is 

vulnerable to erosion.  Augering is less likely than test pits to weaken the shore still 

further.  There are problems of erosion at Burland too where the shore has already 

been weakened by the earlier dig on the shore opposite the broch islet (Moore and 

Wilson, 2001a).  Test pits would be awkward on a working farm but augering may 

reveal the extent and date of soils inland from the excavated site. 

Test pits are preferred over simple cores because they offer higher visibility and 

make it easier to collect samples.  They are therefore more likely to produce 



fragmentary artefacts such as flint flakes and small pieces of abraded pottery, and 

material such as charred barley which can be scientifically dated.  They also allow 

the sequences of soils to be seen more clearly and appropriate uncontaminated soil 

samples to be gathered more easily.  They are more cost-effective than a large 

excavation and correspondingly less troublesome to the landowner.  Test pits were 

used to good effect at Loth Road on Sanday, Orkney to examine an area of deep soil 

lying between a prehistoric and a medieval settlement (Section 4.3 in Dockrill, 1993: 

84).  In addition to soil samples, artefacts such as flakes of flint and steatite were 

recovered. 

1.3.4 Small targeted excavations 

Where the methods outlined above indicate that further investigation would be 

valuable, and where the landowner is willing, it may be useful to carry out a small 

excavation, for example in order to clarify the history of a specific monument.  

Targeted excavations were used in conjunction with survey and environmental 

investigation as part of the South Nesting Palaeolandscape project (Bond and 

Dockrill, 1992, Dockrill et al., 1998), and more recently specific features were 

examined at the Sumburgh Head Trial Trenches and the Sumburgh Hotel garden site 

as part of the Jarlshof Environs Project (Dockrill et al., 2001: 77-88).   

1.4 Programme of testing 

The settlement sites considered for inclusion in the model represent known elements.  

Archaeological investigation should be able to determine whether these sites have 

been appropriately included or excluded in the current model.   

A separate problem is that of unknown sites whose omission represents possible 

under-reporting of occupied settlements.  A different approach is needed to 

determine where these sites are likely to have occurred.  

1.4.1 Settlement sites as modelled 

Five linked programmes of archaeological investigation are suggested.   

In the absence of soil-testing facilities, the use of the merks/acre ratio as a proxy for 

anthrosol antiquity remains an untested assumption.  Where there is a reference in 

the programme to the recovery of soil samples, this is with a view to carrying out 

phosphate and thin section analysis and linking the soils into a securely dated 

sequence.  Phosphate analysis will allow the level of soil enhancement to be 



assessed.  Thin section analysis should identify the type of enhancement, identifying 

fertilising materials such as bone fragments, peat remains, animal manures and fuel 

ash residues and also highlighting textural features such as dusty clays which might 

indicate disturbance such as ploughing or material being dumped onto another 

surface.  Samples should also be collected as part of an OSL programme and suitable 

burnt material submitted for radiocarbon dating. 

The first programme is designed to examine the midden sites and should be regarded 

as a priority because two of the three sites are subject to coastal erosion.  The midden 

sites are the likeliest sources of Iron Age occupation evidence in the south end of the 

study area and the overall aim of this part of the programme would be to recover 

material capable of being dated.  The suggested work is set out in Table 8-8: 

Programme of testing – midden sites.     

Secondly the two atypical settlements should be examined as shown in Table 8-9: 

Programme of testing – atypical settlements.  It is proposed in the model that Papil 

on Burra was vacant when it was occupied by the papar in the Late Iron Age (c. AD 

400-800).  This has implications for the interpretation of the Middle Iron Age (c. 400 

BC-AD 400) settlement pattern which is at present thought to be centred on the 

broch settlements of Brough and Burland.  Examination of the soil at Papil would 

also contribute to the work of the Papar Project (Project Team, 2001, Crawford, 

2002b).  It is also suggested in the model that the Hame toun on Trondra was only 

intensively cultivated from the Late Norse period onwards, and yet the quality of its 

soil might have been expected to draw a population before then: the actual 

cultivation history needs to be ascertained.   

Certain sites are modelled as occupied at certain points during the Iron Age but not 

throughout the whole period.  These should be examined next specifically to 

establish the date of activity and Table 8-10: Programme of testing – possible sites of 

Iron Age activity, sets out the proposed approach.  These sites are treated separately 

from the broch sites because the Iron Age provenance of the latter is more certain.   

The next part of the programme seeks to confirm the nature and date of actual Iron 

Age activity at the known or suspected broch sites and is set out in Table 8-11: 

Programme of testing – broch settlements.  There has been no excavation to recover 

datable material so it remains only an assumption that the broch sites at Brough and 

Burland were broadly contemporary, with both structures having been built during 

the earlier part of the Middle Iron Age (c. 400 BC-AD 400).  Likewise visual 



inspection of the mound at Clett suggests that it was not a broch, but since the 

discovery of the broch village at Old Scatness it is clear that unexcavated 

appearances can be deeply misleading.  The presence of a broch site in the south  

cluster of settlement would alter some of the conclusions of this study but not the 

central point that Middle Iron Age activity in the study area was principally centred 

on brochs.   

Finally a fifth programme of testing is outlined in Table 8-12: Programme of testing 

– sites of pre-Iron Age activity.  This specifically concentrates on looking for 

evidence which might suggest abandonment before c. 800 BC of a number of sites; 

abandonment would confirm a pattern of retraction at the end of the Late Bronze 

Age.  This would set the Iron Age material in temporal context.   

1.4.2 Potential under-reporting 

An integrated approach to surveying both land and sea along the coastline of the 

study area would provide a methodical means of addressing the problem of under-

reporting due to settlement evidence being lost to the sea.  Slight traces of earlier 

human occupation may not be worth mentioning when considered individually, but 

they assume more significance when they occur in clusters and in locations where 

erosion has been aggressive.   

Mention has already been made of the coastal survey carried out in the 1990s by 

EASE Archaeology (Moore and Wilson, 2001b).  It examined a strip up to 100 m 

wide and its aims were “to gather specific data on the archaeological resource and on 

the actual and potential risks to its survival” (Moore and Wilson, 2001b: 1).  The 

archaeology and built heritage of the zone was recorded without discrimination, and  
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thus included all crofting structures.  The survey incorporated work which identified 

and categorised sections of the coastline into erosion and geological / 

geomorphological classes, but did not include assessing recent agricultural use. 

An enhanced coastal edge survey would build on this work, this time taking two 

additional sources of information into account.  The first of these would be the 

seabed contours immediately offshore, as indicated on Admiralty Charts.  Shallow 

water is likely to have been dry land during the Middle Iron Age and the charts 

should allow an estimate to be made of how much land may have been lost to sea 

level rise.  Secondly the quality of soil in and near the coastal section should be 

noted; the first and second editions of the Ordnance Survey maps provide a point of 

reference for this.  Discriminating between places where there is good soil as 

opposed to rough grazing should assist in identifying the landward edge of areas 

once capable of agricultural use but now lost to the sea.  Making allowances for 

these factors would allow the archaeological information to be interpreted in terms of 

the likely shape and capacity of the land when the site or monument was in use.   

All archaeological or environmental traces of earlier human activity should be 

recorded.  A number of these were noted in the course of the field work associated 

with this study and are included in Appendix 4: List of new archaeological sites.  

Full details and descriptions are included in the gazetteer which is attached to this 

study as supporting material.   

Examples of archaeological traces include prehistoric enclosures or boundaries 

which are truncated at the coast, for example EASE # EB34 on Houss.  Other traces 

appear as building stone in the coastal section, occurring in a broadly horizontal line 

and sealed above and below by a discrete layer; there is an example at Banna Minn 

(This Survey # B10).   

Environmental indications of earlier human activity may be seen where there is a 

layer of anthropogenic soil in the coastal section, distinguished by its colour and 

texture from layers above and below, as at Lea Heugland on Trondra (This Survey # 

T02).  The presence of plantiecrubs along the edge of the shore can also be 

suggestive because although the structures themselves are likely to be of eighteenth 

or nineteenth century construction, they will have been placed on small patches of 

good soil and may have been constructed from building stone found nearby(Hunter, 

1996: 98-102).  These are usually are marked on the first edition Ordnance Survey 

maps and have been incorporated into the RCAHMS records.  Examples may be 



seen to the south of Gossigarth on Burra (NMRS # HU32NE19) and along the shore 

north of Easter Hogaland on Houss (NMRS # HU33SE122).  Other environmental 

indications may be suggested by the choice of location for an outset or a late croft.  

In these places the choice of site may have been influenced by the presence of 

slightly enhanced soil quality stemming from an earlier period of cultivation.   

The association of these indications with prehistoric activity is made more likely by 

the number of times they occur around oval house sites: three examples only are 

given here.  On North Bruna Ness on Burra, the area around the oval house (EASE # 

WB36 / SMR # 848 / NMRS # HU33NE8) and down to the shore was claimed early 

as a hill apportionment.  It does not lie next to croft land suggesting that the quality 

of soil outweighs inconvenience of access.  A number of plantiecrubs lie along the 

shore, indicating the existence of patches of good soil too small to turn into a full 

holding but which are nevertheless useful to a crofter.  Shallow water extends 

offshore.  Branchiclett on Burra contains clustered dwellings (EASE # WB39 / SMR 

# 842 / NMRS # HU33NE7) next to which a depth of anthropogenic soil is visible in 

the coastal section.  Further inland the first edition Ordnance Survey map shows an 

extensive area of land under cultivation.  Other structural remains (EASE # WB19 / 

SMR # 3528) have been noted in the coastal section a few metres away.  The area 

developed into a township, suggesting a quality of land which attracted occupation 

prior to c. AD 1300.  Thirdly, the modern croft of Gardens on Burra was originally 

an outset.  A yard was built over the oval house near the shore (EASE # WB 42 / 

SMR # 844 / NMRS # HU33NE20), and the adjacent sea is shallow.  Nineteenth 

century cultivation extended along the shore in a narrow strip.  

The regularity with which these archaeological and environmental indications occur 

in conjunction with oval houses suggests that even where no house is visible, their 

presence raises the possibility that an area of settlement has been lost to seaward.   

Three further cases illustrate the potential of this approach.  A number of 

plantiecrubs and yards (NMRS # HU33SE97 & EASE # EB30 / NMRS # 

HU33SE98) extend along the shore at New Grunasound on Houss, which is an outset 

probably of the eighteenth century.  The sea is extremely shallow here.  Although 

isolated portable artefacts are, by definition, not necessarily found at their place of 

manufacture or use, it is possibly significant in this context that the crofter has found 

a broken stone club and a number of ard points on his land.  The late croft of Taing 

on Houss lies less than 250 metres from a Class 3 burnt mound at Voe of North 



House (EASE # EB46 / SMR # 330 / NMRS # HU33SE6).  A row of plantiecrubs 

and small enclosures for cultivation as well as an indeterminate mound (EASE # 

EB23-5 / SMR # 3494-6) lie immediately above the coastal section in which 

building stone and a depth of soil are visible (This Survey # H24).  The Ordnance 

Survey maps show cultivated croft land lying a few hundred metres to the south-

west.  Along the north shore of Trondra, the late croft of Cauldhame appears on the 

first edition Ordnance Survey map and contains a number of plantiecrubs and yards 

along the shore (NMRS # HU33NE47 & 50) as well as a truncated enclosure of 

prehistoric appearance (EASE # T 13).   

Each of these locations has the appearance of being the remaining landward edge of 

earlier settlement.  An enhanced survey of the coastal edge around the study area is 

likely to discover many more locations which may have been settled and improved 

by cultivation at a period before the sea rose to modern levels.   

The limitations of the information gathered should also be recognised.  The 

cultivation history of the remaining soil may be recoverable; the use of soil sampling 

is discussed below in the context of test pits.  Survey alone, however, is unlikely to 

identify the date when the sea claimed the area; as discussed in Chapter 2: The shape 

of the country, there were two marine transgressions in prehistory.  Either or both of 

these may have drowned the evidence.   

The following approach is recommended:  

1.) initial desk assessment: 

 From 1st and 2nd edition Ordnance Survey maps, identify cultivated areas 

and / or plantiecrubs and yards along shore which may indicate small areas of 

good soil 

  From Admiralty Charts identify areas of shallow (5m or less) sea stretching 

50 m or more offshore; these areas are likely to represent low-lying land 

which has been flooded 

Places which show both of these characteristics are likely to be spots where good 

land has been lost.  Areas most deserving of attention are those which are likely to 

have lost most land, an assessment which can be made by roughly mapping the 

shape of area if the 5m depth contour was dry land. 

 Talk to local inhabitants 



Crofters who work the land may recollect structures which have been removed or 

artefacts which have been items found within the last few generations. 

2.) update coastal edge survey: 

 Building on the EASE surveys (Moore and Wilson, 2001b), re-appraise the 

archaeology and built heritage including all crofting structures, looking 

specifically for signs of re-use of earlier structures e.g. earthfast stones 

 Re-assess susceptibility to erosion in order to identify sites which should be 

investigated further as a matter of urgency 

 Re-examine coastal section for archaeological or environmental traces of 

earlier human activity, as this will have been subject to further erosion since 

the initial surveys.   

3.) programme of test pits and soil sampling at most promising sites. 

The vulnerability of already eroding shores presents a major constraint, especially on 

working crofts. 

At the most promising sites the cultivation history of the remaining soil may be 

recoverable.  In selecting suitable sites for digging test pits, consideration should be 

given to the nearby presence of crofting structures such as sheep shelters or 

plantiecrubs.  It has been noted elsewhere in Shetland that these often represent the 

re-cycling of a nearby source of building stone and can therefore act as a general 

guide to the location of medieval or earlier settlement (Hunter, 1996: 96-102).  The 

lynchets around them should be given particular attention. 

1.5 Using the model 

The usefulness of the model ultimately depends on the accuracy with which the 

evidence has been identified and then categorised as belonging to a particular period 

of the Iron Age.  Assuming that the data is sound, the next question is whether the 

different approaches come to a consistent conclusion.  If they do, then the probability 

of the suggested reconstruction increases, even though the data exploited in each 

area may be relatively weak (Paterson, 1999: 261).   

Assuming that the current model is sound, it raises a number of considerations about 

the comparative role and status of settlements and the relationships between them at 

different periods in the Iron Age. 



The nature of the archaeological evidence differs considerably between sites, with 

monumental structures at Brough and Burland and more modest structures in a 

number of other places, but less substantial evidence around House and Clett.  This 

may be a matter of survival, but also may reflect differences in the role and status of 

contemporary settlements. 

Settlements which display only one kind of evidence are of particular interest.  

Notwithstanding the clear archaeological evidence of Iron Age occupation, the soil 

quality at Burland and at Papil is unexpectedly poor.  Conversely the high quality of 

the land at the Hame toun might be expected to have been the product of continuous 

occupation and yet there are no visible archaeological sites or monuments which can 

be dated to any part of the Iron Age.   

The implications for the social organisation of communities and their inter-

relationships are considered in the next chapter. 



 


