


68

activity. For these reasons, and because there are 
no other features or artefactual evidence of compa-
rable date found anywhere else at Dryburn Bridge, 
it is the author’s view that this date is likely unre-
liable, although the subjectivity of that statement 
is accepted.

7.7	 Boundary lines (illus 3)

As discussed in relation to the rectangular 
structures (Section 7.5), there is a danger in recon-
structing boundary lines from scatters of pits and 
post-holes that the interpretative task of joining 
the dots will create boundary features that never 
existed. The opportunities for such excesses at 
Dryburn Bridge are manifest. Nevertheless, there 
are certain features that stand out as representing 
boundary lines of varying character. Other possible 
alignments do catch the eye, but are considered less 
credible, although of course their significance may 
become apparent to future researchers reconsider-
ing the excavation results.

7.7.1	 Fence-line associated with House 7 (illus 
3, a; illus 36)

The foundation slot of a fence-line (K5) runs around 
the south and east sides of House 7. The slot was 
preserved to 0.5m wide by 0.2m deep to the south-
west, decreasing towards the north-east to 0.3m 
wide by 0.1m deep. This feature was interpreted in 
the interim report (Triscott 1982, 123) as skirting 
the collapsed remains of House 7. There is, however, 

no stratigraphic evidence to support such an inter-
pretation, and it is also possible that the feature 
represents part of an enclosure around the round-
house during its occupation. Indeed, the fence-line 
may well have articulated with the entrance passage 
to House 7 (illus 36). Lumps of iron slag and a hone 
(coarse stone, Cat No 70, illus 60) were recovered 
from the fill of the foundation slot.

A mixed sample of charcoal (hazel, birch, willow, 
alder) from the slot was submitted for radiocarbon 
dating. Using the adjusted errors proposed previosly 
(Ashmore et al 2001) a date calibrated at 2-sigma 
to cal ad 0–600 was returned (GU-1285; 1730 ± 55, 
adjusted to ± 110). Reservations must be attached 
to the meaning of this date given the taphonomy 
of the sample, which raises the possibility that the 
determination represents an average of material of 
different dates (cf Ashmore 1999).

7.7.2	 Pitted boundaries articulating with 
House 8 porch (illus 3, b)

Alignments of closely-spaced pits extended north-
east and south-west from the outer end of the 
entrance to House 8, and may be interpreted as a 
pitted boundary line associated with this round-
house. To the north-east it is possible that the pitted 
boundary turned north-west to abut the south side 
of House 3 (at pit E1), whereas to the south-west 
it may have articulated with feature M69 or have 
turned more sharply to the west (to pit M5). The pits 
were up to 1.5m across in surface dimensions.

Finds from the features of this pitted boundary 
include pottery from pit E1 (Cat Nos 56–58; see illus 

Illus 53   One of the large pits to west of Houses 7 and 8
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58 for Cat No 56), and animal bone and an oil shale 
bead from M1 (SF657, Section 8.6, illus 62).

7.7.3	 Pitted boundary north-west of House 7? 
(illus 3, c; illus 53)

At least six large oval pits, attaining over 2m in 
length, 1m wide and over 1m deep, formed a cur-
vilinear alignment running to the north-west of 
House 7. They contained sterile sand and gravel fills, 
possibly deliberate backfill, although the excavator 
noted that pea grits in their bases suggested that 
they had been left open for at least a short while. 
It is possible to interpret these features as com-
ponents of a pitted boundary comparable to that 
associated with House 8, and they may even have 
defined a garden plot around House 7, articulating 
to the south with fence-line K5. The size and steep-
sided profiles of the pits might commend them as 
grave-pits. However, their lack of burial remains, 
combined with their lack of a common alignment, 
argues against this.

7.7.4	 Fence-line north of House 9 (illus 3, d; 
illus 30)

A c 11m long line of seven pits on a WNW/ESE ori-
entation to the north of House 9 may represent the 
foundations of a fence-line. Its alignment ran parallel 
to that of rectangular structures A–C, which lie c 4m 
away. There were no finds from these pits.

7.7.5	 Fence-line east of House 9 (illus 3, e)

A sinuous line of shallow post-holes was detected 
on a north/south alignment. These extended over 
a length of c 15 m, terminating at their north end 
beside rectangular structure C. The alignment 
trended across the palisade trench of the outer 
enclosure, in its centre apparently incorporating 
two lines which ran to either side of the palisade 
slot and apparently respecting its alignment. There 
were no stratigraphic links between the post-holes 
and the palisade slot. Therefore the phasing and 
structural associations of this fence-line remain 
uncertain, although it does not appear to have 
been contemporary with the outer enclosure. There 
were no finds from the component features of this 
fence-line.

7.7.6	 Feature F2/F3 (illus 3, f)

A c 8m long stretch of shallow ditch (F2), c 0.4m 
deep, was located running in a distinct curve north-
east/south-west to the south-east of House 3. It had 
truncated Burial 8, and was itself cut through by 
the porch of House 3. An adjacent section of slot (F3) 
may be related to it. This structure may be no more 

than the foundation of a windbreak or shelter, as 
opposed to a fence-line. There were no finds from 
these features.

7.7.7	 Feature O36 (illus 3, g; illus 47)

A stone-packed slot, c 10m long by 0.4–0.6m wide, 
ran roughly north/south within the southern interior 
of the outer enclosure. It appeared to represent 
the foundation for a length of fence or palisade, 
although its structural associations are unknown. 
It intersected the corner of rectangular structure F, 
and was secondary to it. Pottery (Cat Nos 14–15 & 
68) was recovered from this feature.

7.8	 Miscellaneous features of interest

The southern half of the excavated area contained in 
places a dense scatter of pits and post-holes, many 
of which did not have clear structural associations 
or provide any evidence as to their date or function. 
Full details of these are lodged with the site archive. 
However, within this group are a small number of 
features of notable interest.

7.8.1	 Feature M69 and intercutting remains 
(illus 54; illus 55)

Feature M69 represents one of the most complex 
stratigraphic sequences identified at Dryburn 
Bridge. It was an elongate pit c 8m long on a north-
east/south-west alignment. It measured 1.5m wide 
in the centre, narrowing to 0.8m at each end. It had 
very steep side-walls, shallower ends, particularly 
at the south-west, and a narrow rounded base, 
c 1m deep. Its fill comprised a series of cobbles, 
upright stone slabs and soil fills. The former could 
have related to internal fitting or partitions, but 
were not clearly interpretable. Although there was 
no artefactual or ecofactual evidence to support 
an interpretation of the function of this feature, 
it was comparable in terms of its size and profile 
to the small Dalladies-type souterrains excavated 
recently at Dubton Farm, Brechin (Cameron 
2002).

This feature intersected the boundary of the outer 
enclosure. Unfortunately the stratigraphic rela-
tionships between the two had been obscured, at 
the north intersection point by the later insertion 
of a dog burial and at the south by the course of 
a modern field drain. However, in the latter case, 
it appears likely that pit M69 had truncated the 
palisade trench (illus 55). The position of M69 
between the fence-line associated with House 7 to 
the south-west and the pitted boundary associated 
with House 8 to the north-east raises the possibility 
that the structure was incorporated into a boundary 
line associated with those ring-ditch structures.

The dog burial (M43) had been cut into feature 
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Illus 54   Feature M69 and later dog burial M43; plans and section

Illus 55   Feature M69; showing excavated profile; from east
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M69 after it had been fully filled in. A sub-rectangu-
lar pit measuring 2m by 1.8m, and 0.5m deep, had 
been excavated, and the remains of a dog had been 
placed in the base of the pit on a carefully laid floor 
of stone slabs. The burial pit had been cut through 
the palisade slot of the outer enclosure, and was 
demonstrated to be secondary to it. The dog burial 

had itself been cut through by the modern land 
drain.

A significant assemblage of artefacts was recovered 
from the fill of feature M69 including coarse pottery 
(Cat Nos 31–35), an iron sickle (SF658, Section 8.4, 
illus 62), a sherd of Roman glass (Section 8.5, illus 62), 
an oil shale bangle fragment (SF681, Section 8.6, illus 
62), and a collection of chipped stone pieces including 
five microliths. A sherd of pottery was also recovered 
from the filling of the dog burial (Cat No 62).

A vertebra from the inhumed dog was submitted 
for radiocarbon dating. This produced a result 
with a 2-sigma calibrated range of cal ad 80–320 
(SUERC-4939/GU-12564; 1830±40). This indicates 
a Roman Iron Age date for the dog burial. This is 
consistent with the recovery of Roman glass from 
feature M69.

7.8.2	 Pit M5 (illus 3; illus 56)

A little to the north of pit M69 was a distinctive deep 
pit measuring 1.6m by 1.2m. Above basal sandy fills, 
the pit had been lined with a neat arrangement of 
slabs. In the absence of any evidence of burning, this 
slab-lined feature may best be interpreted as a small 
working hollow (cf Russell-White 1995, 14 for a larger 
such feature at Wardend of Durris, Aberdeenshire).

While the feature itself was not particularly note-
worthy, it contained several bronze sheet fragments, 
iron tool fragments and bronze artefacts, within 
the fills sealed beneath the paving. Very few metal 
items were found at Dryburn Bridge (Sections 8.3 & 
8.4), and thus the concentration from this feature is 
striking. However, there was nothing to suggest that 
the pit was in any way associated with the manufac-
ture of metal items.

Illus 56   Stone-lined pit M5

Illus 57   Pit O48 showing partly exposed antler
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7.8.3	 Pit O48 (illus 3; illus 57)

This large pit measured 4.5m by 2m in surface 
extent, and was 0.6–0.7m deep. It contained a 
sequence of earth and stone fills, but not evidence of 
in situ structural remains. A considerable range of 
artefacts came from the pit. These included pottery 
(Cat No 59), saddle-quern uppers (Cat Nos 16, 20, 
25; see illus 59 for Cat No 20), polished stones (Cat 
Nos 54, 66–67), fuel ash slag, and antler items (the 
larger piece partly exposed on illus 57), animal 
bone, and chipped stone including a microlith. This 
feature was interpreted during the excavation as 
a rubbish pit and it is admittedly difficult to find a 
better explanation. This pit appears to have been 
too steep-sided and deep to have been used as a 
working hollow.

A sample of the larger antler was submitted for 
radiocarbon dating. The result returned (SUERC-
4938/GU-12562; 2320 ± 40) has a 2-sigma calibrated 
range of 490–200 cal bc, but an approximately 80% 
likelihood of falling within the range 490–350 cal bc.

7.8.4	 Curvilinear feature O76 (illus 3; illus 29)

This curvilinear section of shallow ditch measured 
9m long by up to 0.8m wide, being nowhere in excess 
of 0.25m deep. As discussed above (Section 7.2.4), it 
intersects the area of putative House 10, although it 
is highly unlikely that the two co-existed. Its form 
on plan bears superficial similarity to the ring-
ditches characterizing Houses 3, 7 and 8. However, 
in the absence of either paving or associated struc-
tural remains, this interpretation can be rejected. 
On plan the feature also resembles a souterrain, 
but the depth of this feature, even accounting for 
plough-truncation, allows such an explanation to 
be rejected. Similarly, its spatial relationship with 
fence-line O36 (illus 3, g) might suggest that two 
combined to form part a paddock within the south 
end of the outer enclosure, although this also seems 
unlikely given their differing character. Pottery (Cat 
No 73, illus 58), a saddle-quern fragment (coarse 
stone, Cat No 29) and iron slag were discovered in 
the sandy fill of this feature.




