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ABSTRACT

The HBM-sponsored excavations at stone circles 1 and 11 on Machrie Moor, Arran,
revealed previous use of the land on which they were situated, with features dating back to the
earlier Neolithic. The exact positions occupied by both stone circles were found to have been
preceded by timber monuments, comprising several elements in the case of circle 1. Evidence for
fenced land divisions and ard ploughing between the timber and stone phases was also
recovered. Both stone circles contained a single inserted cremation deposit. Stone circle 1 had
been dug into in 1861 by James Bryce but circle 11 was previously untouched, having been
almost totally buried in peat. The ceramic assemblage, although not extensive, produced
examples of pottery traditions spanning over a millennium.
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INTRODUCTION

Machrie Moor lies on the west side of the Isle of Arran at the end of the String Road
which runs west from Brodick separating the mountainous north from the more lowland
plateau-like south. The moor is notable for the number and variety of upstanding monuments
preserved there, apparently representative of most aspects of life in prehistoric times. Sites
interpreted as funerary, ritual and domestic are all present in the form of chambered tombs,
stone circles and hut circles. Of the six known stone circles occupying an area less than 400 m
by 150 m close to the abandoned Moss Farm buildings, two, numbered Site 1 (NR 9120 3239)
and Site 11 (NR 9121 3241), the furthest east from Moss Farm, are discussed here (illus 1).

GEOLOGY AND SOIL

The moor, which comprises an undulating, roughly triangular, area, is bounded by the
Machrie Water to the north, the Shiskine Glen to the east and effectively the Blackwaterfoot/
Machrie road to the west. An arc of much higher ground around it to the north and east creates a
bowl effect. Machrie Moor is underlain by Permian sandstone which has a covering of
consolidated glacial till with undulations in the till surface filled with sand. The till which underlies
the site appears to be derived mainly from the local sandstones and varies considerably in
composition, especially texture. This has led to variability in the soils developed in it.

Parts of the moor have peat growth in basins over 3 m in depth but the area occupied by
Sites 1 and 11 has a covering of blanket peat up to 0.7 m deep. At the east edge of the trench
by circle 11 the peat changes from blanket to basin, the difference being that iron pan is
present beneath the blanket peat impeding drainage but is absent from below the basin peat.

The modern soil is a peaty podzol with very poor drainage above a thin iron pan and free
drainage below. Above the iron pan are the remains of the upper parts of the pre-peat soil
mixed with the roots of peat plants and other organic matter. Immediately over the pan is a
mat of roots and fine particles washed down from higher up the profile. The podzolization
process has served to obscure the archaeological stratigraphy in two ways. Above the pan, root
preservation and chemical reduction have darkened the soil and weakened colour contrasts
while below the pan the red/brown colours of sesquioxide deposition have similarly reduced
contrast. In addition, the iron pan itself was found to completely envelop some features,
follow the cuts of others and occasionally to pass within features in a manner totally unrelated
to their stratigraphy.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Five of the six stone circles by Moss Farm have been known for many years and were
described by James Skene in 1832. His descriptions of these and other ‘Druidical Monuments’
on the moor were accompanied by a plan of their relative positions in addition to more
detailed sketches of the group as a whole and of individual monuments (National Monuments
Record SAS 464).

John MacArthur related the legends associated with the Machrie sites and described the
five stone circles together with three other monuments in the vicinity which he believed were
also stone circles. He provided sketches of two of the sites but no plan (1861, 40, 50-1). Rather
more detailed descriptions of the five circles and five other monuments on the moor were
published along with a plan by James Bryce following a survey he made of these and other
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Arran monuments in the summer of 1860 (1862, 502—4 and pl 17). Previous descriptions of
some of the circles exist. The Revd J Headrick, for example, writing on various aspects of
Arran in 1807, gives a clear account of the two circles with tall sandstone slabs, Bryce’s nos 2 &
3 (1807, 154-5), and a painting by W A Nesfield depicting the best-preserved circle with tall
slabs was first exhibited in 1828. MacArthur and Bryce, however, were the first to list all five
circles together with measurements of their diameters. The measurements given by the two
men did not agree, and although Bryce was consistently more accurate, even some of his
figures have been revised by more recent surveys. Elements of their descriptions have been
found to be inaccurate by subsequent writers such as Roy, McGrail and Carmichael (1963, 59).

The sixth circle of the group was recorded by the surveyors of the Ordnance Survey map
(1st edn) of the area as ‘a small circle composed of two stones’ with a diameter of 19 ft (ONB
1864, no 2, 38). The site was then apparently disregarded for many years until Roy ef a/ during
their survey work on other circles in the group relocated it. This information was relayed to Dr
Euan MacKie who published the site in his archaeological guide to Scotland as a circle
completely buried under peat which had been located by probing (1975, 126-7).

An Ordnance Survey visit in 1977 refers to the stone circle not being visible but draws
attention to four small stones embedded in the peat in the vicinity of the map reference given
by the original OS surveyors. The largest stone was said to be 0.8 m high and the smallest
0.2 m high but their archaeological significance was stated not to be obvious. The final proof of
the existence of this stone circle came when the site was stripped of peat during Dr Aubrey
Burl’s investigations in 1978.

PREVIOUS EXCAVATIONS

Having attracted antiquarian interest, all five of the obvious stone circles by Moss Farm
underwent excavation in the mid-19th century.

Circle 5, the double ring of granite boulders, was stripped of its peat and vegetation
cover by MacArthur in 1858 exposing boulders and other large stones which he claims to have
removed to a depth of 3—4 ft (c 1 m) without arriving at the original soil surface (1861, 51-2).
In 1861 Bryce, noting that the interior of this circle had probably been previously disturbed,
removed a complete floor comprising mainly small stones less than a foot in depth beneath a
thin covering of turf. Directly beneath the stone surface he located two flat slabs on edge like
the side walls of a cist but no end or cover slabs were located and the site produced no finds
{1862, 509). A recent publication describes this feature within the rings as a cist (Stevenson
1985, 139) but there is no evidence that it ever was. From the amount of stone described, this
site would seem to have been a cairn with boulder kerbs so it may have more in common with
the Moss Farm Road encircled cairn, and that at Auchagallon further north (NR 893 346),
than with the stone circles on the moor.

Circle 4 comprises four granite boulders and was excavated by Bryce in 1861. At the
centre he located a cist with its capstone intact. Within it were found a tripartite Food Vessel,
three flints, a bronze pin and bone fragments (1862, 511).

Although only one stone of circle 3 remains standing, the stumps of another five are
visible on the ground. Probing during a survey by Roy et al suggested that the circle originally
comprised nine stones probably all of sandstone (1963, 62—4). Bryce’s excavations located a
central cist in which were two flints and a pottery vessel which broke up on lifting but which
showed signs of having residues adhering to its interior wall. Further south a second cist was
located which contained two flints alongside a human skull and bones, the remains of a
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crouched inhumation estimated from the surviving teeth to be less than 22 years of age at
death (1862, 507-9, 517).

Circle 2, the most widely known of the group owing to its having three large sandstone
slabs still standing, has other sandstone fragments around its circuit and also two large pieces
of granite. An attempt had been made to convert these granite boulders into millstones but
presumably they were abandoned as one has broken in two. The millstones were present when
the Revd J Headrick visited the moor and were published by him (1807, 154-5) so their cutting
could well date back to 18th-century agricultural improvements. Bryce estimated that this
circle may originally have comprised seven or eight stones. His excavations located a central
cist containing four flints and a tripartite Food Vessel. A second cist lying to the north of the
first was found but proved to be empty (1862, 502, 506-7, 510).

At circle 1 MacArthur (1861, 51) and Bryce (1862, 502) noted only granite boulders but
the survey of Roy er al recorded the true number of 11 stones: six of granite and five of
sandstone (1963, 65). Bryce excavated at the centre of this circle and finding no cist there
continued his trench towards the north-east but without success (1862, 511).

Dr Burl’s excavations in September both of 1978 and 1979 were intended to determine
the level of damage being done to the stones of the circles by grazing cattle and to prove or
disprove the existence of the buried circle. The excavations were financed by Historic
Buildings & Monuments, Scottish Development Department. Burl continued to use Bryce’s
numbering system for the sites, so the buried circle became Site 11. This site was stripped of
peat and various features were investigated but the bad weather of the 1979 season prevented
complete excavation. At Site 1 part of the circle to the north of Bryce’s still visible central
trench was stripped and features noted but their investigation was curtailed as a result of
persistent waterlogging. The sites were covered with polythene and a layer of soil as it was
intended to return to complete the excavation of the two sites.

In 1985 HBM allocated further funds for the resumption of the investigations at the two
circles. From late April to mid June 1985 the excavations continued under the author’s direction
with the enlargement of the trench at Site 11 and the expansion of the trench around Site 1 to
include all the stones of that circie. The exciting findings during this season warranted further
investigation from mid April to early June of 1986 when the two trenches were incorporated into
one large excavation area with additional small trenches around its periphery. Excavation was
concluded in this year, although bad weather had hampered progress.

[t was decided to amalgamate all the information gained from the recent excavations and
publish it as a phased history of the sites from the carliest to the latest discernible events. I am
very grateful to Dr Burl for giving me access to his site records.

INTRODUCTION TO THE PHASES

The stone circles were found to occur fairly late in the history of the sites. The phases of
use of the sites given here have been based in the main on the stratigraphy recorded for Site 1,
as the plethora of features at that site ensured more instances of direct relationships than
occurred at Site 11. The same sequence of phases is assumed to apply to Site 11 even though in
some cases it could not be proved. In some of the phases the terms Site 1 and Site 11 are used,
since distinct groups of features, such as the stone circles, are visible but for other phases it is
more appropriate to refer to the large 48 X 20 m trench encompassing the two sites as a whole
and not assign features specifically to either site. The specialist contributions have been
inserted where appropriate throughout the text.
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PHASE 1: EARLIEST FEATURES (illus 2)

The earliest features comprised mainly the remnants of pits truncated by later activity on
the site but one early feature (F 1059), a substantial gully towards the south-west end of the
trench at the west side, had been capped with stone and escaped much of the later damage.

Towards the north-east end of the trench a pit 1.2 m in diameter by 400 mm deep (F 52t)
produced a large amount of Grimston/Lyles Hill-type pottery representing six different vessels
—1, 2, 3, 4a, 5a, and 9 - four aphyric pitchstone flakes, one of which was serrated, a flake of
flint, one of porphyritic pitchstone and some hazelnut shells. Charcoal collected from this
feature — a mixture of alder, birch, hazel, oak and poplar — produced a date of 287050 bc
(GU-2321). Close by was another large pit (F535) 1.15 m X 950 mm X 400 mm deep which
contained sherds including a rim from vessel 6, a core rejuvenation flake, a chip and a waste

PHASE 1

213/134

ILLus 2 The earliest features






