Killearn Glen Dig NKILLEARN

' YHERITAGE TRAIL

On the last Monday in August, a troop of volunteers began clearing the
undergrowth and removing the topsoil from two carefully marked out
trenches in a clearing in Killearn Glen.

The team, led by professional archaeologists, Dr Gavin MacGregor
and Steve Black, began the excavation (or ‘evaluation’ to use the correct
term) of what was thought to be an old building lying hidden in the
woods. Three years ago when the Glen was surveyed as part of a previous
community project, the mounds and ridges at the site seemed unnatural,
and sandstone blocks, possibly part of ancient walls, were found poking
through the surface.

The ‘Killearn Time Team’ of 10 volunteers each day carefully stripped
back the overlying material layer by layer and set it aside to be replaced
at the end of the dig. Before long, the remnants of some type of retaining
wall in the northern trench and evidence of a room about three metres
square in the southern trench began to appear.

After the initial heavy lifting, soil was carefully tooled away using
trowels to avoid disturb any evidence that might be uncovered. Spirits
were high as the crew chatted happily with their new compadres.
Wallowing in the mud and digging for treasure was fun, while the
meticulous levelling, mapping and sketching of the remains at each
level demanded more patience!

Gradually, substantial stone-built walls began to emerge. Half a metre
wide and fairly level but only at ground height, it appeared that stone
may have been ‘robbed’ (taken for re-use elsewhere). Alternatively, the
walls may have fallen down or been destroyed, as loose stones, ‘tumble’,
lay inside the structure. But what was this building? How old was it?
What was its purpose? The Place of Killearn was a manor house, built
on Crow Hill (aka the Cowfield) in the late 17th century and demolished
150 years later. The speculation was that our building was somehow
related. A woodland manager’s house? Some form of steading? Perhaps
even a ‘laird’s house’ pre-dating The Place? Theories abounded as the
archacologists — amateurs and professionals — put forward their ideas.

Unusual looking fragments were examined and referred, but most
proved to be quartz, unusual sandstone layering or erratics. Then, great
excitement, a couple of days into the week-long project, one of the team
found a sherd of pottery. Provisionally identified as 14th or 15th-century
Scottish red ware, it was a real find. Sadly, that was the only artefact found
during the week.

As the team (24 volunteers in total) learned and practised evaluation
techniques, the base of the walls was uncovered and the structures were
examined, sketched, measured, mapped and photographed. Curious dog-
walkers came to observe progress and expound their own ideas about the
site. Over the week more than 100 people visited the dig and heard about
what was, or was not, being discovered.

On the last day, all the fill —rocks, subsoil, topsoil, debris and organic
matter — was replaced. This was to restore the site to as-near-as-possible
its original condition and preserve the underlying sandstone structures
from the ravages of frost, water, roots, vegetation, animals, and humans.

So what do we now know? There is definitely a substantial building
at that site in Killearn Glen. It could well be 17th or 18th century (or
possibly earlier), but this is, as yet, unproven. Its precise purpose is still
unknown

We learned a great deal and became enthusiastic amateur
archacologists. Should we return in the future to try and find out more
using the techniques we learned and the evidence gathered to date to
attempt to establish exactly what the mysterious building was?

The Killearn Glen dig, led by Northlight
Scotland, was part of the Killearn
Heritage Trail project. Work continues

on other key places of historical interest
around the village, to collate information,
design and produce interpretation boards,
and to develop a website with further
historical information.
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