Proc Soc Antig Scot, 124 (1994), 173-187

George Petrie and the ‘brochs’ of Papa Westray
Christopher Lowe*

ABSTRACT

Recent excavation on the cliff-section below St Boniface Church, Papa Westray, Orkney, and
research in the archives of the National Monuments Record of Scotland and the Society of
Antiquaries’ Library suggest that one of Petrie’s drawings has previously been misidentified and
misdated. An alternative identification is proposed and the evidential basis for the inclusion of the
Castle of Bothikan as a bona fide broch site is questioned.

INTRODUCTION

Among the Petrie Collection of drawings and sketch-books deposited by the Society in the
National Monuments Record of Scotland (NMRS), there is an untitled and undated drawing of a
‘broch’. The drawing, ORD/17/2, forms part of lot SAS 487 and is reproduced here as illus 2 (by
kind permission of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland).
On the reverse is a sketch-plan entitled ‘subterranean structure in Westray’.

THE IDENTIFICATION OF DRAWING ORD/17/2

The ‘broch’ drawing has been published on two previous occasions: in the Royal Commission
Inventory for Orkney (RCAHMS 1946, ii, fig 266), and in John Hedges’ survey (1987, iii, pl 3.15)
of Orcadian broch sites. It is identified by both as the Castle of Bothikan, otherwise known as the
‘Castle of Millyemay’, a site on the Links at the head of the Bay of Moclett at the south end of
Papa Westray (illus 1). A single chord line, 7 ft 2 in. long, forms the only scalable reference point
for the drawing.

The remains of the ground-plan of just under half a ‘broch’, exposed in a cliff-face, occupy
the lower two-thirds of the sheet (illus 2). A complex of appended outbuildings and covered
passages lies outside the entrance. The passage clearly continues towards the top of the page,
Petrie noting ‘passage with lintels remaining only traced to dotted line but seems to run in this
direction’. Across the top of the drawing there is the comment: ‘The ruins extend in this direction
and I expect that the roofing of passages and chambers remain intact.” The drawing also shows an
elevation and perspective view of the entrance passage. In the corner of the sheet is a drawing of a
circular object, labelled ‘red freestone, 14 or 15 inches in diameter with cavity in centre’.
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The circular object has been variously identified as a ‘lamp’, implicit in the RCAHMS
(1946, ii, 181) correlation of drawing to site (see below), or as the lower stone of a rotary quern
{Hedges 1987, iii, 109). Petrie’s paper on ‘Orkney Antiquities’ which was sent to Daniel Wilson,
Secretary of this Society, describes quite clearly the recovery of the stone or one like it from the
ruins of the Castle of Bothikan. The article is dated 22 December 1849:

2 Forts or Burghs

The remains of many of this description in a very dilapidated state are still to be seen in Orkney. Some
which were opened and of which accounts are preserved exhibited the usual appearance of a double
wall and trinkets and weapons of iron were found in them. In the ruins of what was no doubt one of
those forts in the island of Papa Westray there was lately found a piece of sandstone somewhat broken
and having a cavity in it [blank] ins in diameter by [blank] ins in depth and bearing marks of fire as if it
had been used as a lamp. It was taken by me from the ruins last summer and is now in my possession
and a similar one found in a fort in Sanday is in the museum in Kirkwall. The ruins in Papa Westray
just referred to are known to the inhabitants as the ‘Castle of Bothikin’. (Petrie Notebook 5, 53-4: MSS
18, SAS 543.)
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The identification of the stone object on Drawing ORD/17/2 as that referred to in Petrie’s
correspondence with Wilson forms the only substantive link between the drawing and the Castle of
Bothikan.

THE DATE OF DRAWING ORD/17/2

Both the RCAHMS (1946, ii, 181, no 522) and Hedges (1987, iii, 109, 146) date the drawing to
1874, one year before Petrie’s death. In 1928, at the time of the collation of material for the
Orkney Inventory, or at sometime prior to its publication in 1946, Drawing ORD/17/2 formed part
of the collection in the library of this Society and was referenced as ‘Folio E4, Chest II’
(RCAHMS 1946, ii, 181, footnote 1). It was said to describe ‘an unnamed broch on Papa Westray,
which was partially explored by ‘G.P’ [George Petrie] in July 1874’ (RCAHMS 1946, ii, 181).
Drawing ORD/17/2, although in Petrie’s style and hand, however, bears neither marks of
authorship, nor date, nor title (Note 1).

Examination of the sequence in which the drawing was later folded may throw some
considerable light on the date of the document. Of particular importance is the relationship of the
obverse and reverse sides.

The drawing (illus 2) measures 479 mm by 356 mm. No clear trace of a binding along the
centre is evident and the sheet appears to have been originally flat. The sheet bears three
longitudinal and three transverse fold-marks at roughly 89 mm and 120 mm intervals respectively,
the result of the sheet having been folded on four occasions.

The drawing of the Westray souterrain on the reverse occupies the upper half of the sheet and
sits squarely within the area marked by the first fold. The ‘broch’ drawing was folded in half from
top to bottom and the sheet was then turned 90° anti-clockwise to form a drawing area 356 mm by
roughly 240 mm, with the fold or ‘spine’ to the left. The second fold was subsequently made along
the length of the souterrain sketch to form a document 356 mm by roughly 120 mm. This was then
folded in half, from top to bottom, to form a document 178 mm by 120 mm, before it was folded a
fourth time, in similar fashion, to a size of roughly 89 mm by 120 mm.

An a priori case exists to suggest that the folding sequence reflects the chronology of the two
drawings. The drawing style also suggests that they are closely contemporary: they have been
executed in pencil, with coloured pencil shading and pencil annotation. The walls of the ‘brock’
are shaded brown, the outworks and passages blue, the cliff-face green and the stone object red.
Importantly, in places, through the entrance passage and around the guard cell, the pencil line has
been overlaid in red. The souterrain drawing on the reverse shows a similar drawing convention. It,
too, has been executed in pencil, the pillars or orthostats shaded brown, and the wall-lines overlaid
in red.

The evidence of the folding-sequence, the drawing-style and, indeed, the physical proximity
of the two drawings, together, suggest strongly that the two drawings are closely contemporary,
and, moreover, that a case exists for the priority of the broch drawing over that of the souterrain.
The date of the latter is thus central to the question of the dating of the broch drawing.

The souterrain drawing quite clearly corresponds to the earth-house near Pierowall Church
(Thomas 1852, 129; Kirkness 1930, fig.3; RCAHMS 1946, ii, 351, no 1037), despite the fact, as
Lamb (1983, 34, no 126) noted, that the arrangement of the pillars in the drawings differs in detail.
However, the shape and size of the chamber, the location of the entrance, and the disposition of the
pillars or orthostats (as groups around the perimeter of the chamber) are identical.

The Westray souterrain was excavated by F W L Thomas, probably in 1849 (Note 2). By
implication this would become the most likely date for the excavation of the ‘Castle of Bothikan’,
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a point already made explicit in the notice of Petrie’s retrieval of a stone ‘lamp’ from its ruins.
Drawing ORD/17/2, therefore, presumably also dates to this time, and not to a period some 25
years later. This radical redating of the drawing, together with evidence from recent excavation,
reopens the question of the drawing’s identification.

A REAPPRAISAL OF THE IDENTIFICATION OF DRAWING ORD/17/2

THE CASTLE OF BOTHIKAN

No trace of the Castle of Bothikan exists today, nor has done for at least a hundred years. The
Ordnance Survey, in 1879 (only about five or 30 years after its excavation, depending upon which
chronology is followed), described the site as a small green knoll which was supposed to have
been a ‘Picts-house’ (ONB 26, 1879, 213).

Hugh Marwick (1925, 32) described the mound as ‘not large’ and classified it as ‘probably
sepulchral’. Given the thoroughness with which Marwick conducted his island surveys and his
collections of folk-lore and place-name material, it is surprising that neither the ‘broch’ nor the
excavation was remembered on the island (Note 3).

The RCAHMS (1946, ii, 181), in 1928, described the site as ‘merely a flat-topped hillock’,
albeit noting that ‘distinct traces of much older masonry are said to have been visible within recent
years, although now covered with drifted sand’. The Royal Commission notebook, compiled by
Corrie (RCAHMS Notebook, Orkney no 2, 13 July 1928), adds some detail with regard to the form
of the mound, which was 7 ft 6 in. (2.25 m) high, roughly circular and approximately 75 ft (22.5 m)
in diameter. It was not, however, until the rediscovery or examination of the Petrie drawing and
letters that the identification of the site as that of a broch was first established, sometime in the
period 1928 x 1946.

Lamb (1983, 14) described the site as ‘a rounded sand-hill, indistinguishable from others on
the links’. Importantly, no trace of structures or occupation debris was revealed in the recently
eroded face of the mound, the result of storms in January 1993 (Lamb, pers comm).

Local memory is quite firm in its belief that there was neither a broch nor any excavations at
the site in the last century. ‘Carsie dykes’, or sea-walls such as that built below Hookin on the east
side of the island, are remembered on the site (J Rendall, pers comm), as indeed are kelp-pits
(RCAHMS 1946, ii, 181), but certainly nothing as substantial as that indicated in Petrie’s drawing.

THE MUNKERHOOSE CLIFF-SECTION, ST BONIFACE CHURCH

Local memories survive of an excavation about 3 km to the north, on the Munkerhoose cliff-
section at St Boniface Church and, indeed, were noted by Marwick (1925, 33) and in the Orkney
Inventory: ‘The site has been partially excavated, but the results have not been reported’
(RCAHMS 1946, ii, 184, no 526). Additional information can be gleaned from Corrie’s (1928) and
Calder’s (1930) notebooks:

The mound at Munker Hoose ... lies on the sea bank adjoining the Kirk of St Boniface and the whole
area appears to be riddled with remains of stone buildings, the character of which cannot be
satisfactorily determined without excavation. All along the edge of the sea bank where the storms and
tides lash against the shore there are fragmentary traces of these buildings and at one time within recent
years I am told that it was possible to gain an entrance for some distance into the mound through a
lintelled passage ... At one time the arrangement of the internal structure was much more exposed than
it is now but a considerably [sic] quantity of rubbish from the neighbouring churchyard has been
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deposited over the side of the sea bank. Partial excavations have at times been carried out but no
definite information as to the results of these efforts is available. The site is grass grown. There is not
much to be said for the suggestion that has been made that it is the site of a broch. No distinctive broch
structure is apparent and I should classify it as a chambered mound. (RCAHMS Notebook, Orkney, no 2
(9 July 1928).)

Mungerhoose [sic]. Under church and to north and west are remains of a very extensive inhabited site
covering [blank] acres which was partly excavated at shore c.1872 where erosion has occurred.
(RCAHMS Notebook, Orkney, no 9 (p 63, 1930).)

Local memories of a mid-19th-century excavation at the site, involving the exposure of passageways
into the cliff-section, can still be traced con the island: one informant’s grandmother, as a young girl,
played in the ‘tunnels’ at Munkerhoose, an event which is dated to ¢ 1850 (J Rendall, pers comm).
This memory, like that recorded by Corrie in 1928, clearly establishes that there was a substantial
structure in the Munkerhoose cliff-section which was partially excavated at around the time of the
‘Castle of Bothikan’ drawing, ORD/17/2, and was seemingly left open for some time.

The 1990 excavation assessment at the Munkerhoose cliff-section

Work in 1990 along the cliff-section adjacent to St Boniface church (illus 3) was prompted by the
continuing threat of coastal erosion. The assessment was funded and arranged by Historic Scotland
and undertaken by archaeologists from Archaeological Operations & Conservation, now AOC
(Scotland) Ltd.

The principal aims of the assessment were to clarify the nature, date and extent of the
archaeological deposits and features at the site. The assessment was conducted by means of
excavation in plan and section, utilizing the natural breaks of slope on the site. The work resulted
in the production of a complete stratigraphic record across what is undoubtedly a major prehistoric
and medieval settlement complex (Lowe 1990; 1993; in preparation).

A substantial, thick-walled roundhouse (illus 4), radiocarbon-dated to the early first
millennium Bc (Lowe 1993), was located at the south end of the cliff-section examined. It had been
erected on sandy soil to the west and on building rubble to the east. The vestigial remains of an
earlier building (Structure la) were traced beneath the walls of the roundhouse. Only one or two
courses remained of what appears to have been part of a free-standing cellular building, the feature
forming an arc 5.4 m long below the primary roundhouse wall and continuing below the later (see
below) thickening of the wall-base. Lying adjacent were a patch of burnt clay, roughly 0.9 m by
0.6 m, possibly a hearth, and remnants of a paved floor.

The walls of the roundhouse were constructed with a solid soil and rubble core. The building
was entered from the south-east along a stone-flagged passage, the entrance checked at the line of
the primary (see below) interior wall-face. The much disturbed remains of a ‘guard-cell’ lay
outwith the checks, on the north side of the passage.

Only part of the south and east sectors of the roundhouse survived but there was sufficient to
demonstrate that the building measured roughly 17.6 m externally. To the east, where best
preserved, the exterior wall-face stood nearly 3 m above the level of the floor. At least two phases
of construction were apparent. In its primary phase, the walls were 3.2 m to 3.8 m wide, providing
an internal space 10.6 m across (¢ 90 sq m). A series of additional internal wall-skins were
subsequently erected over the original floor surface.

In the cliff-section externally (illus 5), to the south of and parallel with the external wall-face
of the roundhouse at a distance of roughly 0.9 m, are the remains of a thick, curving wall. This
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IrLus 3 The 1990 landscape survey at St Boniface Church, Papa Westray, Orkney

area and that through the entrance, including the ‘guard cell’, are choked with Victorian backfill
and later detritus. This material was left in sifu and the entrance passage was not cleared, its
removal lying outwith the scope of the Project Design.

There can be little doubt that the roundhouse exposed in the 1990 assessment of the cliff-
section at Munkerhoose, St Boniface, is the same structure as that recorded in Drawing ORD/17/2
by Petrie in 1849. The two buildings are roughly the same size, allowing for the method by which
the drawing has been scaled (see above). Dimensional data for the ‘two’ buildings are summarized
in Table 1.
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ItLus 4 The early roundhouse in the Munkerhoose cliff-section, St Boniface Church, Papa Westray






