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Chapter 5. The Development of the Landscape of 

South-East Scotland 
 

5.1 Introduction 

East Lothian is a county of contrast, with agriculturally productive land on the 

coastal plain contrasting with the bleak moorland of the Lammermuirs, dominated 

by sheep farming and poor soils.  The county has a natural boundary to the north, 

with the coastline on the Firth of Forth, whilst to the south and east, the 

Lammermuirs form a natural boundary and run in a NE-SW direction.  The ‘bare 

bones’ of the landscape are outlined here, as well as the archaeological and 

historical development of East Lothian and it is argued that the character of the 

landscape may have a bearing on the nature and location of later prehistoric 

settlement.  The patterning of earlier settlement and activity can also influence the 

location of later settlement and exploring this relationship can determine the 

different factors involved in location and continuity of later prehistoric settlement. 
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5.2 Characteristics of the East Lothian Landscape 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.1 The landscape of East Lothian today.  Clockwise from top left: the hills of the Lammermuirs 
on the border between Berwickshire and East Lothian; the bleak valley overlooked by White Castle 

through the Lammermuirs; the gentler, rolling hills of East Lothian; the flat coastal plain looking north; 
the view across the coastal plain, the sea and over the Forth to Fife; the gentle rolling hills now 

dominated by sheep grazing.  Photos: author 
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5.2.1 Geology 

“The county exhibits in very marked features two leading geological divisions... The 

Lammermuirs ...[with]... their general steepness, and the rugged and barren nature 

of the soil, render cultivation for the most part out of the question... the real 

character of the low lands... is denominated East Lothian...” (Hope 1834-45, 359) 

 

Figure 5.2 The dominant geologies and fault lines of East Lothian and adjacent areas.  (All maps with 
geology data © British Geological Society and East Lothian council) 

 

Old red sandstone is the dominant geology in this area, particularly in the lowlands, 

whereas the uplands are dominated by greywacke and strata of limestone, coal, 

clay and shale can be found in various places (see Figure 5.2).  Limestone can be 

found in two main areas to the west and east, with Broxmouth located on the latter 

area.  Igneous intrusions make for notable features in this landscape, contrasting 

with the flat topography of the coastal plain.  The Garleton hills are an example of 

these but these intrusions can be found as singular eminences, i.e. Traprain Law 

and North Berwick Law.  These have evidence for prehistoric activity and similar 
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volcanic plugs at Arthur’s Seat and Castle Rock, Edinburgh also were occupied from 

an early period. 

 

Figure 5.3 The major volcanic plugs in East Lothian.  Top: Traprain Law (from NE).  Bottom: North 
Berwick Law (from SW).  Interestingly, both sites have a wealth of archaeological evidence on them 

(courtesy of Lindsey Büster) 
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The most recent glaciations deposited thick layers of boulder clay, extending across 

much of the county although the layer is much thinner over areas of volcanic rock 

and the uplands.  Later glaciations created raised beaches of sand and gravel along 

the coast and also alluvial deposits along the river terraces and on the floodplain 

(Cowley et al 2009, 12).  However the rivers and streams are not particularly large 

within East Lothian (see below) so these deposits are limited.  There are areas of 

sands and gravels dotted around the county but many of these are small and 

isolated.  

 

 

Figure 5.4 Location map of quarries with identifiable geology (Contains first edition OS survey data.  © 
Crown copyright 2012. An ordnance survey/EDINA supplied service).  Note the lack of quarrying in the 

uplands and the dominance of coal exploitation to the west 

 

The exploitation of geology in modern times is fairly widespread across the county, 

however the main geologies quarried are limestone and coal (see Figure 5.4).  The 

first edition OS maps note large quarries and lime works e.g. north of Kidlaw hillfort 
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(Halliday pers. Comm.) and Skateraw, just to the south-east of Broxmouth.  The 

exploitation of coal has been documented in this county as early as 1200AD (Hope 

1834-45, 365).  Although the extent of exploitation of these major resources is 

unknown during later prehistory, the artefactual evidence from East Lothian shows 

that other local sources were exploited, particularly clay for pottery, clay-ironstone 

for metalworking and shale (Hunter 2009). 

 

Sandstone is frequently used as a building material (Hope 1834-45, 368) and still is, 

particularly in Dunbar.  It was also used in the construction of ramparts in some of 

the later prehistoric forts, e.g. Garvald Mains, which reflect the locale and 

availability.  Large stones were used for rampart kerbs and facing, as well as 

packing for slots and palisades and roundhouses (see chapter 4; chapter 7).  Some 

quarrying may have taken place, although the stones could have been collected 

from certain places like the coast (see below).  Old red sandstone also gives the soil 

a pinkish-red hue in certain areas and would have been a strong colour during later 

prehistory (see Figure 5.5; Figure 5.6). 
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Figure 5.5 Old red sandstone eroding from the cliff face, immediately north of Witches Knowe fort.  
Notice the striking pinkish hue which this stone has and which would have been a dominant colour 

during the later prehistory (photo: author) 
 

 

Figure 5.6 Looking south from Garvald Mains.  Notice the pinkish colour of the soil, derived from the 
sandstone geology (photo: author) 
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5.2.2 Soils 

 

Figure 5.7 The drainage characteristics of East Lothian soils (All maps with soil data based on 
Haddington, Eyemouth and North Berwick sheet 66, © Macauley Institute 1966) 

 

The soils in East Lothian are dominated by Brown Forest and Brown Calcareous 

soils, with the former generally imperfectly draining (see Figure 5.7).  The areas of 

well-drained soils are relatively discrete (Cowley et al 2009, 12) although the Land 

Capability for Agriculture (LCA) map of Scotland shows that much of the coastal 

plain is class 2 (see Figure 5.8).  The fringes of the Lammermuirs and the eastern 

coastal strip are dominated by freely draining soils, although the associations here 

mean that the land is not as agriculturally productive and is generally used for 

pasture.  The soils are poorly draining on the highest ground in the Lammermuirs 

and there are areas of peat in the uplands, particularly in the south of the county.  

Soil depths vary over the county and the soil depth can be very thin, with bedrock 

at the surface in some places (Cowley et al 2009, 12).   
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Figure 5.8 Land Capability of Agriculture (LCA) map of East Lothian.  The contrast between the coastal 
plain and the Lammermuirs is apparent in the land-use today 

(http://www.macaulay.ac.uk/explorescotland/lca.html: Accessed 24.03.2012) 

 

The combination of favourable soils and geology has led to the discovery of 

hundreds of cropmarks on the flatter, arable lands of East Lothian, many shown to 

be potentially later prehistoric in date.  East Lothian benefits from being located 

close to the main base for aerial survey in Edinburgh and has been overflown every 

summer since 1976 and intermittently since the 1920s.  They are spread throughout 

the county however dense clusters are found on well-draining soils, whereas thinner 

scatters are found on imperfectly draining soils (Cowley et al 2009, 13-14).  There 
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are stubborn ‘gaps’ where cropmarks do not show up and it is important to 

recognise that despite the intensive survey coverage, blank areas may not be 

reflecting past patterns of settlement and historic and modern day land use has to 

be taken into account. 

 

5.2.3 Topography 

“East Lothian presents a finely diversified landscape... the country rises from the 

sea shore to its southern boundary... generally by ridges of gently swelling 

undulations” (Hope 1834-45, 358) 

 

Figure 5.9 The topography of East Lothian and surrounding areas (All maps with topography data © 
Crown copyright 2008.  An Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service) 

 

The higher lands to the south east are named the Lammermuirs, thought to literally 

mean “lamb’s moor”, a hint towards its past and current land use. The higher 

ground falls away to the north and west onto the Lothian platform, before opening 
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out onto the coastal plain although the land is by no means completely flat, with 

volcanic plugs such as North Berwick and Traprain Law rising as single eminences in 

the landscape (see Figure 5.3).  There are also the Garleton hills to the west of the 

county but these are neither particularly high nor extensive (see Figure 5.9).  From 

certain vantages, good views are offered across the landscape to the north across 

the Forth over to the county of Fife. 

 

 
 

Figure 5.10 The view across the Forth.  The hazy landscape in the background is the county of Fife 
with the two sharp peaks, Largo Law and Kellie Law (looking north from Chesters Drem – photo: 

author) 

 

5.2.4 Hydrography 

“There is nothing particularly deserving of notice in the hydrography of the county, 

as, from its geographical position, and limited extent, all its streams are necessarily 

of a very short course and trifling dimensions” (Hope 1834-45, 358) 
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Figure 5.11 Watercourses running through East Lothian (based on Ordnance Survey data, ©Crown 
copyright 2012.  An Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service) 

 

 
The major river of East Lothian is the Tyne, fed by tributaries that predominantly 

drain the Lammermuirs to the south (see Figure 5.11) and can be deeply incised 

(Cowley et al 2009, 12).  However none of the watercourses are particularly wide or 

deep with the Peffer Burn, for example, described as a “sluggish burn or stream” 

and although the river Tyne is the largest water course in the county, “its course is 

so short, and its waters so limited, as hardly to deserve the name river” (Hope 

1834-45, 358-359).   Seasonal watercourses may also have existed and despite 

their ‘trifling’ dimensions, one such stream flooded Garvald in 1775 (Sangster 1834-

45, 95).  The water in flood was described as throwing up rocks of ‘great weight 

and size’ and the depths of water in people’s houses reached 1m deep (Nisbet 

1791-99, 354).  It is unclear what the nature of watercourses was two thousand 

years ago; however there is reason to believe that some of these streams would 

have been wider and deeper.  Work at Dunglass Burn in the south-east of the 
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county, for example, revealed that a c.2.5m thick deposit of fluvial and colluvial had 

accumulated at the coast since the Medieval period (Tipping 2007, 16). 

 

5.2.5 The Coast 

East Lothian has a 32 mile (40km) long coastline and most of its northern half 

shares a border with the sea.  Broxmouth is also located less than 1km from the 

coast and boasts a wealth of evidence, suggesting that the coast and sea were 

exploited in later prehistory.  The evidence for shell collection and deep sea fishing 

at Broxmouth shows that the sea had a part to play in people’s lives (see chapter 

4).  Therefore we have to understand the historicity of the relationship with the sea 

and the potential role it had to play during the period of study. 

 

Marine transgression and regression is regionally determined, therefore sea level 

changes are described generally with regards to the North Sea.  After a fast sea 

level rise during the early Holocene, the sea level rise slowed down after 5000 cal 

BC and this led to the formation of sand dunes and coastal peat areas, as 

sediments built up and sea level rise decelerated (Van der Noort 2011, 49-54).  East 

Lothian has extensive dune systems along its coast particularly along the Forth 

Estuary in the west, although these would have been much higher in the past 

(Lelong and MacGregor 2008, 3).  The extent of marine transgression and 

regression had little effect on the coastal plain (see Figure 5.12) and by 1000 cal 

BC, the North Sea had reached levels not far below today’s (Van der Noort 2011, 

69) and consequently, the location of the shoreline around East Lothian has not 

shifted a great deal since. 



Chapter 5: The Development of the Landscape of South-East Scotland 

 

114 

 

 

Figure 5.12 Map showing extent of marine transgression (light shaded areas) during the early 
Holocene (after Ballantyne and Dawson 1997, 40; Lelong and MacGregor 2008, 4) 

 

Despite the flat landscape of East Lothian, admiralty charts of the nineteenth 

century show that navigation was primarily based on distinctive landmarks and in 

East Lothian, these were Traprain Law, North Berwick Law and Bass Rock (see  

Figure 5.13). 
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Figure 5.13 Admiralty chart (1815) of the Firth of Forth.  Lines emanate from the dominant land 
features of East Lothian (Bass Rock, North Berwick Law and Traprain Law from N-S) and Arthur's Seat 
to the west.  Note the lack of detail on the land, where the knowledge of the sea takes precedence for 

sailors (http://maps.nls.uk)
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5.2.6 Modern Climate 

 Agricultural Areas 

North Lanarkshire West Lothian Edinburgh-East 
Lothian 

Access Period 140-190 days 160-210 days 205-275 days 

Return to field 
capacity 

Early October Mid October Mid November 

Maximum Summer 
Soil Moisture Deficit 

50-80mm 60-90mm 80-110mm 

Excess Winter 
Rainfall 

465-630mm 320-445mm 125-240mm 

Growing Season 225 days 225 days 225 days 

Total Annual 
Rainfall 

1100mm 910mm 675mm 

 
Table 5.1 Climate variations between North Lanarkshire, West Lothian and East Lothian (based on 

Hayward and McDonald 2004, 7) 

 

The climate in East Lothian is favourable and the area is one of the most 

agriculturally productive areas in Scotland.  East Lothian receives just over half the 

rainfall North Lanarkshire experiences and the excess winter rainfall is also lower 

(see Table 5.1), meaning that the access period i.e. the number of days the soils 

can be farmed, is much higher than in West Lothian and North Lanarkshire 

(Hayward and McDonald 2004, 7).  Arable farming dominates the lowlands whereas 

sheep farming and pasture is common in the uplands.  The topography and soil 

quality are the underlying factors to the modern land use but the very name 

‘Lammermuirs’ (meaning Lamb’s Moor) hints at historic origins for this.  The 

following sections outline the historic land use in this area to account for the 

survival of the past settlement pattern but also to highlight potential practices which 

may have their roots in the later prehistoric period. 
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5.3 The early prehistory of south-east Scotland 

There are cropmarks on the coastal plain, tentatively identified as possible 

Neolithic/Bronze Age ritual structures but these are few in number.  There are also 

limited numbers of upstanding structures such as standing stones and cairns but 

there has been no systematic excavation to confirm the early prehistoric date of 

these and many sites recorded by Antiquarians in the 18th and 19th centuries have 

now been lost.  Most of the excavated evidence derives from recent developer 

funded work particularly early Bronze Age cists and the enigmatic features 

encountered during the A1 upgrade (Lelong and Macgregor 2008).   

 

5.3.1 Pre-fourth millennium BC 

There are very few sites that have evidence for Mesolithic activity (see Figure 5.14) 

and this comes primarily from sites with later activity.  Stone tools are the main 

source of evidence for this period, found as scatters at stand alone sites or as 

components of later sites particularly along the A1 (MacGregor 2008, 199).  The 

earliest recorded human activity dates to the late Mesolithic/early Neolithic period 

with one of Scotland’s oldest known houses found near Dunbar at East Barns, along 

the coast (Gooder and Hatherley 2003).   
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Figure 5.14 Excavated sites with Mesolithic activity.  Lithic scatters are the primary evidence on sites 
with later activity 

 

5.3.2 Fourth millennium to 3500BC 

The evidence is still scant for this period however, a possible cursus survives as a 

cropmark at Drylawhill, East Linton (Armit 1993, 57) as well as at Westfield, 

Inveresk (Hanson 2002; Cook 2004, 133).  There are possible Neolithic structures 

at Doon Hill (Hope-Taylor 1980) and Whitekirk (Brown 1983) and morphologically 

similar structures have been tentatively dated to the fourth millennium BC at Ratho 

near Edinburgh (Smith 1995).  However their morphology is also similar to timber 

structures dated to the early medieval period at Castle Park, Dunbar (Perry 2000, 

34) so this evidence has to be approached with caution.  The A1 upgrade work 

revealed a pyre dating to the fourth millennium BC at Pencraig Hill and a mound 

and structure at Eweford West (MacGregor and McLellan 2008).  Pottery found at 
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Pencraig Hill and also Eweford West has been identified as Early Neolithic Carinated 

Bowl ware, thought to have appeared around 3900BC (Sheridan 2008, 213). 

 

5.3.3 3500BC – c. 1300BC 

Much of the evidence from the Neolithic and early-middle Bronze Age cannot be 

chronologically tightened due to lack of excavation and the evidence for these 

periods is widely scattered across the county.  The evidence is predominantly ritual 

and funerary in nature and settlement evidence is lacking although there is an 

excavated example from Lamb’s Nursery, Midlothian dating to the middle of the 

second millennium BC (Cook 2000).  The best understood contemporary 

settlements are the unenclosed platform settlements that date from the early 

second millennium BC, primarily located in the southern uplands (MacGregor 2008, 

225).  There are no known examples from East Lothian, although they have been 

recorded in neighbouring counties e.g. Peeblesshire (RCAHMS 1967) and Green 

Knowe, excavated by George Jobey, was occupied as early as 17th century BC 

(Jobey 1980, 94). 
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Figure 5.15 Distribution map of known early prehistoric sites from cropmark data (Approx. 3500 – 
1000BC) in East Lothian.  NB: Sites provided with a four-figure grid reference have been omitted 

 

 

Figure 5.16 Map of standing, or once documented as standing, early prehistoric structures in East 
Lothian 
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Figure 5.17 Map of early prehistoric, excavated sites and stray finds 
 
 

Most of the evidence is for funerary architecture and there is a concentration in the 

Lammermuirs (see Figure 5.16), which is interesting considering that there is little 

evidence for settlement in the subsequent periods.  Several cairns have been 

recorded on the higher ground, as have standing stone settings (including stone 

circles) but none of these have been excavated and they have been recorded 

primarily by Antiquarians.  Cairns are also concentrated along the coast although 

they may have been destroyed further inland due to intensive farming of this area.  

Short cists are only found on the coastal plain which, again, could be a bias of 

excavation (see Figure 5.17).  These are found throughout the county but there are 

two clusters: one in the west and one in the east, close to the coast.  There are 

also possible remains of ploughed down barrows in the cropmark record (see  

Figure 5.15), but at the same time these could be roundhouses (Hale and Cowley 

2009, 256) or sand and gravel quarry pits (Triscott 1996).  In any case these are 

very few in number and none have been positively identified through excavation.   
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There are several isolated standing stones which are concentrated towards the 

centre and the east of the county (see Figure 5.16), one with cup and ring marks.  

Similar markings have also been recorded on Traprain Law (Edwards 1935) and 

they have also been recorded in secondary contexts from Eweford West, Eweford 

East and Eweford Cottages (MacGregor 2008, 228).  Late Neolithic/early Bronze Age 

artefacts are also concentrated on the coastal plain (see Figure 5.17) but this 

appears to be a product of excavation and ploughing; activities which have not 

been carried out on the higher ground.   

 

There has been limited excavation on Neolithic/early Bronze Age sites; Hedderwick, 

located at the mouth of the river Tyne, is known to have produced several hundred 

Neolithic and Bronze Age pottery sherds as well as flint and stone objects.  However 

this was an antiquarian discovery and although classed as a domestic site, there are 

no known associated structures (Callander 1929, 35; 67).  As well as Hedderwick, 

Traprain Law has a substantial amount of evidence for early prehistoric occupation.  

There is rock art as well as flints, axe heads, possible Bronze Age cremations and 

microliths, primarily discovered during Curle and Cree’s investigations during the 

1910s and 1920s on the west terrace (Curle 1915; 1920; Curle and Cree 1916; 

1921; Cree 1923; 1924; Cree and Curle 1922; Jobey 1976).  Early prehistoric sites 

were identified during the A1 upgrade and included a series of pits, postholes and 

linear features dating to the third and second millennia BC at Pencraig Wood, 

Overhailes, Knowes and Howmuir (Lelong and MacGregor 2008, 7).   We also see 

middening evidence from this period in East Lothian; although both examples were 

investigate by antiquarians so there is no record of stratification.  One midden from 

Archerfield potentially dates to the third millennium BC (Curle 1908) and two 
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middens from Tusculum near North Berwick also date to the third millennium BC 

(Cree 1908). 

 

 

Figure 5.18 Excavated sites with Neolithic, Bronze Age and later prehistoric activity documented 

 
With such scant and widely scattered evidence for early prehistoric activity, it is 

difficult to establish any sense of continuity in the settlement pattern into the later 

prehistoric period as we have no evidence for early Bronze Age settlement.  It is 

possible that open settlement sites such as Preston Mains were occupied at this 

time but these sites have not been excavated and unenclosed settlement is a 

feature of the late Roman Iron Age.  The burial and artefactual evidence show that 

people were exploiting the coastal plain and the uplands, during the early 

prehistoric period.  Out of forty known excavated sites in East Lothian, 47.5% have 

evidence for early prehistoric activity (see Figure 5.18); although there is no 

indication of continuous activity.  However at St. Germains, the Iron Age settlement 

was located immediately north of a Bronze Age barrow and this may have still been 
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standing (Alexander and Watkins 1998; see chapter 7).  An early Iron Age cist was 

placed into the surface of Eweford West, a focus for cremation deposits and 

mortuary structures since the Neolithic period (Lelong and MacGregor 2008).  

However the only hint of earlier activity at other A1 sites were lithic scatters, as at 

Phantassie Farm and Eweford Cottages, although it is possible that later prehistoric 

communities recognised the antiquity of these finds (MacGregor 2008, 199).   

 

5.3.4 The late Bronze Age change (c.1300-800BC) 

The nature of the archaeological record changes dramatically however in the late 

Bronze Age and enclosed sites, such as Whittingehame Tower and Standingstone 

(Haselgrove 2009a), begin to appear.  There is a dramatic shift geographically and 

there are very few visible monuments that can be securely dated to the later 

prehistoric period in the uplands, despite the high level of activity noted in earlier 

periods. 

 

 
 

Figure 5.19 A potential middle Bronze Age unenclosed settlement? Hedderwick Mains (NT67NW 20) 
lies approximately 1km south of Hedderwick, where hundreds of pottery sherds from the Neolithic and 
Bronze Age periods have been discovered (Callander 1929).  The enclosure on the left is assumed to 

be later prehistoric in date (taken from cropmark data, courtesy of RCAHMS) 
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There is evidence for some later prehistoric enclosed sites located near potential 

early Bronze Age ritual structures in the cropmark record (see Figure 5.20), but 

there is no clear evidence for direct reference or whether these sites were still 

present in the landscape at the time of settlement establishment.   

 

 

Figure 5.20 Kirklands 1 (site 101) located to the north of earlier 'ritual' structures, including round 
barrows, a long barrow and a possible pit-defined avenue 

 

5.4 Historic to present day land use in south-east Scotland 

The past and current landscape use of East Lothian is dominated by intense arable 

farming and very little landscape development can be traced back beyond the 

eighteenth century.  This is because the first detailed maps to document land use 

were Roy’s military maps in the mid-eighteenth century; previous maps were not 
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detailed enough to ascertain land use patterns.  Roy’s map depicts the general 

upland/lowland divide showing intensive farming in the fertile lowlands and little 

activity in the uplands.  Whilst the lowland activity has been instrumental in forming 

the cropmark record in this area, it equally has contributed to the destruction of 

these sites and some may no longer exist even in the cropmark record.  The 

landscape has constantly evolved and only scant traces of medieval rig and furrow 

exist, as cropmarks and visible remains (see Figure 5.21).  Sheep farming 

dominates the uplands today and has been documented since the medieval times, 

possibly having even earlier roots.  The Lammermuirs were also an important 

thoroughfare and several trackway remains have been documented on the higher 

ground (Graham 1951; 1962), primarily from carts droving cattle and sheep 

between towns and villages. 

 

 

Figure 5.21 Traces of medieval rig and furrow still survive in the Lammermuirs.  This example (looking 
SW) is located on the fringes of the hills approximately 1.5km south of Longyester and the wide rig 

can be seen on the lower slopes.  However narrower rigs survive near the top of the hill and this could 
be later prehistoric in date.  Two later prehistoric sites are also highlighted: Soonhope Burn to the left 

and Harelaw to the right (© Colin Martin, www.scran.ac.uk) 
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5.4.1 Moving through the landscape 

The routeways of East Lothian have been well documented, primarily by Angus 

Graham in the 1950s and 1960s and many can be traced back to the medieval 

period.  Therefore the historical use of trackways is outlined here and analysis of 

these routes in relation to the later prehistoric settlement is shown in chapter 6.   

 

Figure 5.22 Map showing early routeways documented by Roy (1755), transcribed from Graham 
(1951; 1962) and Inglis (1916) 

 

Trackways survive remarkably well in the uplands (see Figure 5.22) and deep ruts 

of carts can still be seen in some areas (see Figure 5.23).  These tend to ‘fan’ out 

and these routeways were not controlled or bounded although it is likely that they 

would have been in the lowlands (Inglis 1916, 19), to protect arable farmland.  

Many of these kept to the highest ground and avoided particular hazards such as 

streams, woodland and bogs (Graham 1951, 200).  Mapping lowland routes is more 

difficult as routes would have been diverted to avoid designed gardens and estates, 

with Improvements also diverting and even erasing routes.  The A1 originally 
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diverted to the north (see Figure 5.22) and it has been argued to be a possible 

Anglo Saxon routeway (Aliaga-Kelly 1986, 34).  A road following this route 

(although originating in Dunbar) is documented by Blaeu in his 1654 atlas.  

 

 

Figure 5.23 Multiple trackway remains on Lammer Law, part of the Haddington to Carfraemill route.  
These are believed to date from the medieval period through to the 18th century; however they may 

have older origins (© Colin Martin, www.scran.ac.uk) 

 

5.4.2 Documented routeways 

Medieval documents record routeways in East Lothian, although they cannot be 

traced on maps with any accuracy.  A document of 1230 refers to a road linking 

Coldingham and Dunbar and a Kelso charter of 1240 mentions a road running from 

Risebrig to Innerwick (Inglis 1916, 32).  Other documented roads include a route 

from Berwick to Edinburgh via Dunbar and Haddington although East Lothian may 

have been avoided as a thoroughfare as routes via Duns and Lauder avoided the 

‘curve’ into East Lothian (Inglis 1916, 38; see Figure 5.24).  Another reason for the 

preference of these routes was to avoid Pease Burn, located south-east of 
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Cockburnspath, on the outskirts of East Lothian.   According to Smith, this has 

always been a difficult natural obstacle to negotiate (1990, 446) and many military 

campaigns in the historic period followed the route of Dere Street instead (RCAHMS 

1915, xv).  It was not until the building of a bridge across here in 1782 (Inglis 1916, 

39) that this route opened up.    

 

Figure 5.24 Map showing the principal early routes out of Berwick to Edinburgh.  The road via Duns 
and Lauder met with Dere Street, the Roman road, although it has been postulated that this would 
have been placed on an earlier route (based on Inglis 1916; Aliaga-Kelly 1986; Thomson’s Atlas of 

Scotland 1832) 

 

5.4.3 Use of Trackways 

Trackways have a variety of uses throughout the medieval period including the 

driving of stock to markets and fairs (Graham 1951, 200) and in medieval times, 

cattle were considered the main form of transportable wealth (Haldane 1968, 8).  

Duns was appointed the place where dues had to be placed on cattle passing into 

England in 1612 (Haldane 1968, 16) and drovers would have frequently use certain 

routes through the Lammermuirs (Graham 1961, 223).  ‘Herring Road’, which 
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stretches 29 miles down from Dunbar to Lauder, was used for the transportation of 

fish.  This is documented as early as the mid 1600s and up until the 19th century, 

the herring industry was strong, before declining into the twentieth century 

(http://www.peterpottergallery.org/PETER_POTTER_GALLERY/Archive_Herring_Roa

d.html.  Accessed 19.11.2011).  Some well-established routes were also used for 

military movements and it is documented that James IV marched from Haddington 

with his artillery force and stayed at Johnscleugh, in the Lammermuirs (Graham 

1961, 224).  The roads were also used for the transportation of peat, and peat cut 

on the Mayshiel and Kilpallet moors were taken to Haddington for sale (Graham 

1961, 234).  Smuggling is documented and inns along the route, such as that at 

Danskine, were frequent haunts for gin and brandy runners (Martin 1890). 

 

5.4.4 Dating routeways 

The exact origins of these routeways are unknown although Inglis, Graham and 

Aliaga-Kelly argue that many routes in Scotland follow earlier, native trackways 

(1916, 34-35; 1951; 1962; 1986, 36).  The roads that connect to Lauder and Duns 

in particular have antiquity as these were important towns in the medieval period, 

with Duns being a royal burgh.  The Lammermuirs have to be negotiated to reach 

these places, however their origins may not be primarily to connect A to B, rather 

these routes became formalised alongside the growing importance of particular 

population centres.  Their association with earlier prehistoric monuments is also 

interesting (see Figure 5.25), although equally the routes could have been placed to 

take in notable features to avoid getting lost.  The Lammermuirs were important for 

pasturing sheep (and still are today – see Figure 5.26) and arable farming has not 

been extensively practised in the uplands. 
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Figure 5.25 South-East of East Lothian showing the relationship between prehistoric standing 
structures and Graham's routeways (based on Graham 1951; 1962) 

 

 

Figure 5.26 A hint at past land use? Sheep were gathered and sheared in early summer and fleeces 
were collected by specialist workers who travelled around the upland parishes where this practice has 

dominated since the Medieval period (c.1930; © Grier Collection, East Lothian Library Service, 
www.scran.ac.uk) 

 

http://www.scran.ac.uk/
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None of the routeways in East Lothian are attributed to the Romans and no Roman 

roads were officially documented through this region.  Only two lines of penetration 

into Scotland by Agricola and his armies are known; along Dere Street (see Figure 

5.22; Figure 5.24) (modern A68) to the east and along the modern A74/M74 to the 

west in the valleys of Annan and Clyde.  Agricola halted at the Forth-Clyde isthmus 

and then turned west in AD82 crossing the Clyde into Galloway, before turning 

north, up the east coast of mainland Scotland (Smith 1990, 53).  There are no 

known Roman sites known from the coastal plain between Berwick upon Tweed and 

Inveresk (Perry 2000; Macinnes 1984; Smith 1990) and the Roman road Dere 

Street follows the line of the Lammermuirs along a north-west direction but never 

actually penetrates into them.  This may be due to the difficulties in negotiating 

paths onto the coastal plain through these hills.  This will be considered further 

along with the archaeological evidence from the later prehistoric period. 

 

5.5 Archaeological Evidence: the Early Historic and Medieval Periods 

(c410-c.1000AD) 

Archaeological evidence in East Lothian from the fifth century onwards is very scant 

and the area is poorly understood in the context of early medieval studies, being 

too far south to be associated with Pictish archaeology and too far north to be 

studied in the context of Anglo Saxon England.  Aliaga-Kelly’s work (1986) was one 

of few to address this but emphasised the Northumbrian influence on this area.  

The textual evidence suggests that Dunbar rose in importance during this period 

and Alcock and Alcock have argued that power may have transferred from Traprain 

(1990, 121).   
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Figure 5.27 Map showing the location of potential early historic sites 

 

The main archaeological evidence for this period comes from long cist cemeteries 

and isolated cist burials although they are not typically early historic and some 

examples date to the later prehistoric period (e.g. Lochend, Dunbar and East Links, 

Dunbar).  The cropmark evidence shows possible sunken floored and timber 

buildings at several locations, although very few of these have been excavated (see  

Figure 5.27).  The exception is those at Dunbar where timber and sunken floor 

rectangular buildings were discovered, dating from the 5th-9th centuries AD (Perry 

2000), a departure from the typical roundhouse.  A timber hall was excavated just 

east of Doon Hill by Brian Hope-Taylor; however the Anglian date of this is doubted 

and may be Neolithic (1980).  Two more buildings of this type are also known from 

cropmark data at Whitekirk, to the north west of Dunbar and again, there is 

considerable debate over the dating of these buildings.  Activity possibly continued 

at Traprain Law, however it seems to have gained mythical status as the myth of 

King Loth is associated with this place and Traprain Law clearly remained fixed in 
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local people’s memories.  The site of Auldhame also has mythical associations with 

St Baldred (Yeomans 1999), who is said to have been influential in the development 

of Christianity in Scotland.  The site has earlier origins as there was once a 

promontory fort and recent excavations have shed light on the early medieval 

origins, revealing an early chapel as well as over three hundred inhumations 

(Hindmarch 2005, 57-8).  There are local geographical locations named after St 

Baldred, including a cave with later prehistoric activity documented inside.  

Tyninghame also had a church named after him and he supposedly established a 

church here in the 6th century (Chalmers 1889). 

 

 
 

Figure 5.28 Sunken floored buildings in East Lothian.  From left: Blacklaw Wood, Parkend and Preston 
Mill.  The greyed out cropmarks are of later prehistoric enclosed sites 
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Figure 5.29 Early Historic timber buildings.  Halls (on the left) was located within a potential later 
prehistoric enclosed site, however the buildings from Whitekirk on the right have been interpreted as 

possible timber halls and may be of higher status (Brown 1983).  This complex predates medieval farm 
plots and rig and furrow 

 

The timber buildings (Figure 5.29) are comparable to excavated buildings at Dunbar 

Castle Park, however Whitekirk is slightly more unusual and has been compared 

with the buildings excavated at Doon Hill and Yeavering further south.  The 

excavation of Balbridie timber hall in Aberdeenshire has opened the debate over the 

dating of these sites as, although broadly comparable in size and plan, it is Neolithic 

in date (Fairweather and Ralston 1993).  However, elements differ and there is no 

conclusive way of resolving these arguments short of excavation, rather it needs to 

be emphasised that the cropmarks are far from typologically secure.   
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5.6 Modern Impact of the Archaeological Record (1700-present) 

 

Figure 5.30 Map of urban centres (population over 1500, census data 2001) 
 
 

Very little of East Lothian has been swallowed up by urban centres with the west 

the most densely populated, partially due to the close proximity to Edinburgh and 

the growth of coal mining (see Figure 5.30).  There are no major conurbations and 

although some areas are affected by mineral industries (such as opencast mining, 

limestone quarrying and sand and gravel quarries), these are not extensive in 

comparison to, for example, West Yorkshire where over a third of the land has been 

swallowed up by urban development or industry (Yarwood 1981, 70).    

 

5.6.1 The Improvements 

Scotland saw a transformation of the agricultural landscape in the 18th century and 

this revolution systematically eradicated previous agricultural patterns, particularly 

affecting the lowlands.  This is commonly referred to as the Improvements and 



Chapter 5: The Development of the Landscape of South-East Scotland 

 

137 

 

prior to this, the lowlands of Scotland (East Lothian included) would have had 

nucleated villages and open fields, with large and impressive monasteries owning 

great estates (Glendinning and Wade Martins 2008, 7-9).  In East Lothian, Priories 

were at Dunbar (est. 1218) and North Berwick (est.c.1150) with Friaries at Luffness 

(est. 1293) and Haddington (1242-1356).  The impact of the Improvements on 

archaeological sites needs to be understood to gauge the bias of cropmark 

evidence.   

 

East Lothian was well suited for arable farming due to its climate, rolling landscape 

and light, loamy soils, plus its close proximity to Edinburgh and good 

communication links to the Borders (see routeways, above).  The main period of 

enclosure in East Lothian was 1730-1790 (Fenton 1963, 12), therefore the Old 

Statistical Accounts can tell us very little of land organisation prior to this and 

consequently, any currency in the past.  There are hints however at land 

organisation prior to enclosure, for example in the Innerwick parish, the common 

land (now part of Dunbar Common) was only recently enclosed at the time of 

writing and was primarily for grazing cattle (OSA, 1791, http://stat-acc-

scot.edina.ac.uk/). 

 

Improvements set about enclosing the land, breaking up old rig systems and 

enclosing open rig layouts into regular fields, then followed by massive soil 

improvements, through liming (which had been taking place in the Lothians since 

c.1650) and draining.  Peat was burnt off in some areas and was already standard 

practice in Berwickshire, although this fell out of use as the soil became exhausted 

(Glendinning and Wade Martins 2008, 14-17).  Improvements meant that farms 

increased in size and the area between Haddington and Dunbar had the largest.  
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However much of the Southern Uplands was dominated by sheep and cattle farms 

by the end of the 17th century (Dodgshon 1981, 259).  Sheep tended to dominate 

the higher ground with cattle located on the lower slopes (Glendinning and Wade 

Martins 2008, 33-39). 

 

5.7 Discussion 

The Lammermuir fringe, or the Lothian platform, is mainly used for pastoral farming 

today with the higher moorland providing rough grazing (Macinnes 1984, 177).  The 

Lammermuirs have provided pasture for grazing since at least the medieval times.  

Temporary structures would have been erected for use between May/June and 

August, with several place names in the Lammermuirs hinting at this past land use 

(see Figure 5.31).  Areas of land would have been carefully demarcated and in the 

medieval period, some communities would have lived in the lowlands but pastured 

in the uplands during the summer (Macinnes 1984, 193). 
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Figure 5.31 South-Eastern East Lothian has numerous place names which derive from medieval (if not 
earlier) use of this landscape for grazing.  Along with ‘shiel’ place names, there is also Herd’s Hill and 
Summer Hill, referring to the use of this landscape for summer pasturing (© Crown copyright 2011.  

An Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service) 
 
 

It is very difficult to trace landscape development after the later prehistoric period 

as the period is understudied in south-east Scotland, similarly with the early 

prehistoric period.  Medieval agriculture has been recorded at 300m OD and 

subsequent ploughing may have removed traces of settlement.  Peat also may have 

covered sites whereas others may lay undiscovered on the Lothian platform under 

the pasture (Macinnes 1984, 178).  However even today and in the Medieval period, 

the Lammermuirs were never densely settled.  The soils here are of poor quality 

and the climate is not favourable, enforcing different economic uses for the two 

areas today (Macinnes 1984, 181). 

 

However the remains that do survive in the uplands may hint at past land use.  The 

old routeways appear to have earlier currency and may have originated in the early 
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prehistoric period with so many of them located on or near cairns or standing 

stones in the uplands.  The formation and transformation of upland routes will be 

discussed in relation to the later prehistoric evidence but the name ‘Lammermuirs’ 

and documentation on medieval use of the land may have relevance to this period 

also.  The predominance of long cists along the coast is also an interesting pattern 

and the importance of the sea will also be explored, particularly with Broxmouth 

being located close to the coast.  The landscape evolution presented so far shows 

the exploitation of the uplands during the early period and then a decline in activity 

which still persists today.  The lowlands became the focus of activity into the early 

historic period and the cropmark sites show possible continuity with settlement 

located close or on later prehistoric settlement complexes.  Excavation has proven 

the close association of the early historic buildings and the later prehistoric 

promontory fort at Dunbar, and the (possible) timber halls at Doon Hill, in the 

shadow of two later prehistoric enclosed sites also.  The mythological status 

attained by Traprain Law and Auldhame again, may also owe origins to the later 

prehistoric period. 

 


