
Excavation of Pictish and Viking-age farmsteads at
Buckquoy, Orkney

by Anna Ritchie

INTRODUCTION

The promontory known as the Point of Buckquoy forms the N side of the Bay of Birsay,
one of only three sheltered bays on the W coast of the mainland of Orkney (fig 1). The Point was
named after a farm, Biggaquoy, which no longer exists, and the name was probably derived from
Old Norse bygg-kvt, meaning bere quoy or barley enclosure (Marwick 1970, 60-1). By long
tradition, the soils of Birsay are considered the most fertile of mainland Orkney, aided by the
sand from the Bay of Birsay which, as it consists mainly of shell, is rich in calcium carbonate and
is still used as a fertiliser on the fields. Oats and bere, a species of barley which used to be called
'big', were the most important crops grown locally in medieval and post-medieval times (Stat
Acct 1795, xiv, 320). Until recent times, a fleet of fishing boats operated from the Bay of Birsay,
and Castra Geo on the S side of the Point of Buckquoy is still the main landing-place for boats,
although the fishing is no longer on a commercial or even a subsistence level. Skippie Geo (ON
skipa-gja) on the N side of the Point may indicate another, formerly useful, landing-place.

The flat promontory of Buckquoy rises some 4-6 m above the foreshore. It consists of
Lower Stromness flags of the Middle Old Red Sandstone, which are threaded with igneous dykes
(mainly camptonite) and capped with boulder clay (Wilson et al 1935, 57, 63). The bedrock splits
naturally into flat rectilinear slabs and consequently the beach below the Point of Buckquoy
provides an almost inexhaustible source of superb building stone.

Until 1970-1, when an excavation was carried out over a total period of 10 weeks, a long
low mound, truncated by the cliff-edge, existed on the S side of the Point of Buckquoy (NGR HY
243282). It had suffered considerable damage from coastal erosion and from traffic along a track
leading across the site to the boat nausts or shelters at the head of Castra Geo and to the causeway
at the tip of the promontory which gives access to the tidal island known as the Brough of Birsay.
The continuing threat of this destruction prompted the Department of the Environment to
sponsor a rescue excavation of the mound. Locally, the mound was known as Sinclair's Brae,
but, as this name operated solely in oral tradition, it is proposed to call the archaeological site
Buckquoy, after the promontory on which it stands. Before excavation, the mound survived to a
length of 20 m and to a maximum height of approximately 0-5 m. Using initially the grid method
and finally total area excavation, the mound was excavated down to the level of the natural
subsoil with the consequent destruction of all archaeological features. From the layout of the
structures which survived until then, it may be estimated that at least half of the original site had
previously been destroyed by coastal erosion; of the remaining part, in most cases only the basal
wall-courses survived, owing partly to the robbing of earlier buildings in order to construct new
ones and partly to damage caused by modern ploughing. Little will be written in the description of
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the excavation about soil stratigraphy because very little survived; the stratigraphy was essentially
one of stonework, and the task was not so much one of distinguishing soil differences but one of
disentangling building debris and tumbled stones from the remains of walls and paving, often
only the basal wall-course. The crest of the mound, 0-5 m high, covered the superimposed remains
of eight stone structures. Sections were recorded but they are not considered useful enough to be
worthy of publication. Nevertheless, a process of successive rebuilding on the same spot allowed
the recognition of an archaeological sequence spanning a period from the 7th to the 10th centuries
AD.
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FIG 1 Buckquoy: location map

In summary, the site consisted of a series of farmsteads, one on top of the other, of which
phases I and II were Pictish and phases III-V were Norse; a sixth and final phase of activity was
represented by a Viking-age burial inserted into the ruins of the last farmstead.

EXCAVATION
Phase I: early Pictish farmstead (fig 2; pis 8, 9)
Phase la, house 6. The earliest surviving structure on the site consisted of part of a house

characterised by rectilinear cells opening off a central chamber in which the hearth was situated.
The walls showed the use of two building techniques: one employed upright slabs as the internal
face at the base of the wall, with loose boulders behind as the basal wall filling, and the other used
horizontal drystone masonry as the inner wall-face from ground level upwards (pi 8a). The
external part of the wall in both cases is likely to have been built of turf, because no outer stone
face had survived; where external paving existed to the N of the house, there was simply a gap
between the edge of the paving and the back of the inner wall-face of the house. The latter survived
to a height of only two courses.
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FIG 2 Buckquoy: Pictish phases
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FIG 3 Buckquoy: late Pictish and Norse phases
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One complete slab-lined cell measured 2 m by 1-5 m to 2 m in area; only one upright slab
remained along its NE wall, but the former existence of others was indicated by the presence of
their chocking stones. The total surviving internal length of the house was approximately 8 m.
By analogy with a similar cellular house at Gurness in Orkney (the two house-plans are compared
in Ritchie 1974, fig 1), it is likely that house 6 was roughly symmetrical to either side of the central
chamber and therefore that its maximum internal width may have been about 9 m. The main
hearth was rectilinear with a stone kerb but no formal paving, 0-85 m wide and an incomplete
length of 1-25 m at the cliff edge; it contained peat ash and a little charcoal. A subsidiary open
hearth lay partly within one of the cells towards the back of the house.

The only area within the house where the original floor deposit remained uncontaminated
by Period Ib activities was within the slab-lined cell; this deposit yielded a perforated bone pin or
needle (no. 1, see catalogue of finds).

Phase Ib, house 5. The SE half of house 6 was subsequently dismantled in order to build a
smaller version of the same plan-form, house 5 (pi 9a). A curving portion of wall-face, two courses
high, built across the central chamber of house 6 also belonged to this phase, but it was too
fragmentary to allow further interpretation. The structures of phase Ib, like those of la, were
built directly on the natural clay subsoil, and the stratigraphy of the two periods of building there-
fore depends upon the relationship of the stone walls rather than on soil levels. As a result, the
artefacts from phases la and Ib must be considered inseparable, with the exception of the per-
forated pin (no. 1) mentioned above. The lack of soil stratigraphy should also imply that no great
period of time lapsed between phases la and Ib.

House 5 was a compact and almost complete building of trefoil form, with three rectilinear
cells surrounding a central hearth on the fourth (SE) side of which lay the entrance. Except at the
entrance, where two upright stone slabs were used, the surviving walls were built of horizontal
drystone masonry of which only one or occasionally two courses remained. An outer wall-face
survived on the N side of the house, but, as with the earlier house 6, a wall-filling of earth or
turf above the basal course should be inferred. Although the S wall of the house had been robbed
entirely by later building activity, the line of its inner face was indicated by a very shallow groove
rilled with 'split peas'; this is interpreted as the effect of rainwater percolating down the inner face
of the wall, part of which, judging by three surviving chocking-stones, may have been lined with
upright slabs.

Internally, the house measured 2-75 m by 3-60 m, and the design of the three cells showed
considerable symmetry with each containing a similar floor-area averaging 1-30 m by 1-60 m. The
cells were divided from the central hearth area by low stone kerbs projecting only a few centi-
metres above the level of the floor. The rectilinear hearth, which occupied most of the central
area, was kerbed on three sides and paved with stone slabs and measured 0-40 m by approximately
0-70 m. The open end of the hearth was sealed by a removable horizontal slab, which had notches
carved to fit the side slabs (pi 9b). The hearth was filled with peat ash and some carbonised twigs
of heather (calluna). Paving led from the hearth through the entrance to the house and extended
some 1-30 m beyond. The entrance was 0-65 m wide at its outer end and 0-80 m wide at the inner
end, where it was very close to the hearth; access into the house must have been past the NE side
of the hearth.

Phase I artefact assemblage. Few artefacts were found in association with the structures of
this phase. Apart from the perforated pin (no. 1) belonging to house 6, there are two simple bone
skewer pins (nos 2, 3), an incomplete pin-shank (no. 27), a bone point (no. 36) and a perforated
limpet shell (no. 93). The most distinctive artefacts were found amongst the wall-filling of the
circular chamber of house 4 (phase II) where it overlay phase I structures; these are the bone



RITCHIE: PICTISH AND VIKING-AGE FARMSTEADS AT BUCKQUOY, ORKNEY | 179

spoon (no. 43), a fragment of bone mount (no. 45) and a bone comb (no. 50). In assigning these
three finds to phase I, it has been assumed that their provenance implies derivation from the early
occupation rather than that they were lost during the construction of house 4; no other artefacts
were found elsewhere in the walls of house 4.

None of these objects is closely datable but none would be inconsistent with a date in the
7th century AD, the period which will be argued for phase I on stratigraphical evidence. Bone and
horn spoons with sloping shoulders characterising the shape of the bowl like no. 43 have been
found in contexts dating to the early and mid-first millennium AD, e.g. Keiss and Skirza Head
broch-complexes in Caithness (Anderson 1901, 122-7, 144-5; NMAS GA 463, 784), and Jarlshof,
Shetland, from wheelhouse phase III (Hamilton 1956, 64, fig 29, 8). The closest parallels for
comb no. 50 are those from the Broch of Burrian, N Ronaldsay (MacGregor 1974, no. 153, fig 11)
and Buston Crannog, Ayrshire (Munro 1882, 219, fig 218). An unusual feature of this comb is the
suspension hole at either end; one hole at one end is normal, designed to allow the comb to hang
from a belt, perhaps with an iron ring as an intermediate fitting as found at Ihre, Gotland
(Stenberger 1961, fig 50). The two holes on the Buckquoy comb may suggest that it hung hori-
zontally, rather than vertically, possibly to avoid too much movement while hanging from the
belt. The Broch of Burrian has also yielded two bone mounts (MacGregor 1974, nos 130, 131)
closely comparable to mount no. 45 and to later mounts no. 46 (phase II) and no. 124 (phase VI);
these mounts are likely to have strengthened the mouths of leather knife-sheaths (cf mounts still
attached to sheaths from Lund, Sweden, Blomqvist et al 1963, figs 218-20).

Phase II: late Pictish farmstead, house 4 (figs 2, 3; pis 10, 11 a)
The structures of phase Ib were dismantled virtually to floor level, leaving only one or two

courses of walling in position, at the time when house 4 was built; this was done probably to
obtain building stone as well as a measure to level the site because house 5 was dismantled even
beyond the area required for house 4. The NW wall of house 4 was built immediately on top of
the basal course of the E wall of house 5, utilising the upright slab on the E side of the house 5
entrance as part of the outer face of the new wall (fig 2; pi 9a). The circular chamber at the NW
end of house 4 was semi-subterranean and had been dug into and below the earlier building-level;
at the back of the chamber, the floor-level was some 0-36 m below the phase I ground-level. A
natural rise in the level of the sub-soil beneath house 6 meant that, in order to achieve a level
floor over the entire length of house 4, the floor of the circular chamber was dug into natural
boulder clay. Its wall, which survived to a maximum height of 0-8 m, was revetted against both
the subsoil and the overlying remains of phase I buildings by large upright slabs which were then
backed at ground level by horizontal stonework. Above the upright slabs, the wall consisted of
horizontal courses of stones which presented a smooth inner face but which lacked a formal outer
face; up to six courses survived. Elsewhere the house wall consisted of a basal course of stones
with both an inner and an outer face and occasional remains of up to four courses above. The
SE part of the house had suffered considerable damage from ploughing and deep plough-scratches
were visible on many stones.

The plan-form of house 4 consisted of four interconnecting rooms set in a line SE-NW (pi
10). There were two entrances, one set at the SE end of the house and another, served by a paved
pathway leading into the house from the SE, set in the SW wall of the main living-hall. The SE
entrance was 0-75 m wide and was furnished with a low sill-stone and, just inside the house, a
horizontal pillow-shaped slab maintaining the height of the sill-stone. This entrance led into a
small vestibule, 1-65 m by 1-25 m, which was unpaved. From the vestibule, entry was gained into
a larger room, measuring 3-3 m by 2-2 m, which was again unpaved; a whalebone socket (no. 62)
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found against the SE wall of this room (fig 2) may have functioned as part of the door furniture
but, if so, it had probably been displaced from an original position rather closer to the doorway.
This room was otherwise featureless and its function is therefore unknown.

The next room was the main living-hall, for it contained the hearth and possible traces of
flanking benches. The second entrance to the house was set in the SW wall of this living-hall; it
was 0-9 m wide and, although there was no sill-stone, the paving of the entrance extended some
0-6 m into the hall. The hearth was kerbed on three sides by low upright slabs, and its SE end was
left open to facilitate the removal of ashes. When found, the hearth was filled with fine peat-ash,
but beneath the ash was a stone-paved floor. A stone spindle-whorl (no. 83), affected by the heat
of the fire, was found beneath the paving of the hearth. The hearth measured 0-7 m by 1-4 m, and
the remains of a stone-lined post-hole were found on either side, probably representing the
upright posts for a spit across the hearth. A fragment of bone mount (no. 46) was found in the
S post-hole. An identical hearth with flanking post-holes belonged to the primary phase of the
post-wheelhouse chamber 1 at Calf of Eday, Orkney (Calder 1939, 175, fig 1, pi LXVII, 2). At the
NW end of the hearth was a shallow pit containing ash from the fire and part of an iron knife-
blade (no. 97); the pit was later sealed by two paving-slabs.

The remains of low stone-kerbing on either long side of the hearth suggested that there may
originally have been wooden benches or platforms lining the walls, but this can be no more than a
very tentative interpretation: the kerbing may have functioned simply as minor sub-divisions of the
floor-area as in house 5. An iron rivet (no. 111) was found within the kerbed area on the NE side
of the hall.

At the NW end of the living-hall lay the entrance into a circular chamber, which measured
3-4 m in diameter. Initially, the entrance was only 0-65 m wide, between substantial upright slabs
on the S side and the three small upright slabs on the N side which were all that survived of that
side of the entrance slabs (shown in solid black on fig 2). At this stage, neither the circular
chamber nor the living-hall was paved. After an interval of unknown duration, the circular
chamber was paved with massive slabs (pi 11 a) and the entrance was widened to 1-75 m by
dismantling its original N side to floor level, swinging back the long slab which had formerly been
part of the chamber wall to the position in which it was found when excavated, resting on the
basal stones of the original wall-core, and paving over the area thus freed (fig 3). The paving
extended over the small compartment which formerly lay to the S of the entrance into the circular
chamber and into part of the living-hall (pi 11 a). While there are obvious structural problems
involved in thus widening the doorway, this interpretation seems to explain the surviving evidence
best, particularly the free-standing condition of the long wall-slab.

Some subsidence occurred in the central area of the floor of the circular chamber, and an
extra layer of slabs was laid down in order to maintain a level floor. The paving was separated
overall from the original floor-level by a thin layer of brown sand, 0-04 m thick, and the paving
thus provided a relative sequence of artefacts within the occupation of the house: the painted
pebble (no. 87), pottery sherds (nos 64-7), and bone point (no. 38) were found in the primary
occupation deposit, while two bone pins (nos 7 and 20), bone point (no. 39) and part of an iron
knife-blade (no. 99) were found lying on the secondary paving.

The four rooms of house 4 were divided one from another by short cross-walls built in a
particular and characteristic way. Only the basal course survived, and this consisted of substantial
stone slabs set upright to form box-shaped wall-ends, with the tops of the slabs approximately
level with one another. Upright slabs have been found as the footings of radial piers in wheel-
houses and later related structures (e.g. at Jarlshof, Hamilton 1956, 67, pis Xb, Xlld), usually in
the form of a single slab incorporated into the inner face of the pier, and it is likely that the box-


