








Illus 7 Section through cultivation soil

from the earliest times, and a chance stranding
may have provided a welcome addition to the diet,
as well as being a valuable source of raw material.
It is notable that a broken bone artefact recovered
from the sieved residues was also cetacean in origin
(Context 2; Sample 1). The artefact was compared
with modern specimens of both red deer and reindeer
antler as well as a dorso—ventral section of mandib-
ular bone from a Greenland right whale (Baleana
mysticetus). The pattern of pores in the surface of
the object was almost indistinguishable from that of
the outer (cortical) layer of the whale bone sample,
indicating its most likely origin.

Other marine resources were also exploited: a
small number of fish bones were recovered, as well
as shells of marine mollusc. The fish bones came
from haddock as well as members of the gadid
family, which includes cod, ling, saithe and pollack
(Ceron-Carrasco 2000). The marine mollusc shells
all came from edible species: common periwinkle
or whelk (Littorina littorea), buckie (Buccinum
undatum), cockle (Cerastoderma edule), mussel
(Mytilus edulis), limpet (Patella sp.) and common
otter shell (Lutraria lutraria). Shells were particu-
larly numerous in the sieved samples. Although it is
probable that the shells were the remains of process-
ing for food, they may also have been used for fishing
bait. It is notable that the most abundant mollusc
species was the cockle, which is more palatable to
humans than the limpet, a far less common species
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in the Dornoch assemblage. Limpet flesh is fairly
tough and it was common in Scottish fishing com-
munities for the women to chew the flesh to a soft
consistency before baiting the lines with them. In
addition, some of the mollusc shells may have been
imported to the site along with seaweed intended as
agricultural fertiliser.

Some of the mollusc shells recovered from
sieving of the ditch fills on the site were subjected
to X-ray diffraction analysis (XRF) in order to
ascertain whether they had been used in indus-
trial practices involving the production of iron
ore, but this was found not to be the case (Photos-
Jones, archive report). There was, however, some
evidence that they had been subjected to heat
(ibid), perhaps as a result of coming into contact
with the residues from iron production, although
their gross structure and appearance were not
noticeably affected.

3.10 The plant remains
Mhairi Hastie

Twelve soil samples were subject to environmental
analysis, the majority of which contained fragments
of charcoal and occasional charred cereal grains
identified as hulled barley and oat. One sample from
a pit fill (Context 48) did, however, stand out due to
the concentration of cereal grains (Hastie 2000). The



majority of the samples (contexts 2, 11, 17, 28, 31,
40, 45, 53, 56 and 58) were removed from a series of
ditch and pit features. The samples were dominated
by metal-working debris, implying that the area was
used principally for industrial activities. In addition,
small quantities of cereal grain, primarily hulled
barley with occasional oat, were recovered. Both of
these crops are typical of this part of Scotland for
this period and the site fits into a well-established
pattern for the east of Scotland (Boyd 1988). The
low concentration of grain in many of the features
is a common observation on medieval sites and is
probably indicative of small-scale domestic activi-
ties occurring on or near to the site.

3.10.1 Pit 49

One sample was removed from a pit (Context 48)
in Phase 3 (10th-11th centuries ap). The pit was
filled with a series of laminations that contained a
concentration of cereal grain, chaff fragments and
weed seeds. The assemblage contained a substantial
quantity of cereal grain mixed with chaff fragments
and a small quantity of weed seeds. Rye (Secale
cereale), hulled barley (Hordeum vulgare) and black
oat (Avena strigosa) were all present. The ratio of
grain to chaff seems to indicate that the rye may
have been charred at a different stage to the barley
and oat. Only small amounts of chaff fragments
were recovered for the latter species, yet 45% of the
identified rye elements were chaff. This would tend
to suggest that this cereal might have been charred
while still on the ear. The concentration of grains is
such that some sort of accident concerning bulk corn
drying or burning of a store/building occurred.

3.10.2 Significance of the cereal remains

Three of the primary medieval cereal crops are
represented with hulled barley, rye and oat all
being present. Documentary evidence for this
area suggests that oat, especially black oat, and
barley or bere were the most commonly cultivated
crops (Bethune 1793). The recovery of a large con-
centration of rye from Dornoch is therefore very
significant. Cultivation of rye tends to be confined
to areas of poor-quality land, as it is usually less
profitable when grown on good soils compared to
other cereal crops. It can, however, fare better on
dry and light land or upland marginal arable areas
that produce inferior crops of oats, barley and
wheat (Watson and More 1962). Occasionally it was
also grown as part of a mixed crop sometimes with
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barley and oats, or as a maslin with wheat. This
would generally produce a higher yield of grain
than would be obtained from cultivating species
separately (Grant 1995).

The presence of a large concentration of rye at
Dornoch may, therefore, reflect the initial increase
in the cultivation of these marginal areas and
improved farming techniques. Rye can be cultivated
for both its grain and its straw; the grain is used in
the making of rye bread and a variety of beverages
(Chambers and Jones 1984). Rye may also have been
grown specifically for thatch or packing purposes, as
the straw is much longer, stronger and wears better
than other cereal straw (Watson and More 1962). In
some areas it was grown for animal consumption
(Green 1981). The ‘native’ varieties of rye were more
leafy and suitable for winter sowing, which would
produce a spring crop that was very appropriate
for use as fodder or foliage. It was not until after
the Second World War that new, improved grain
varieties of rye were introduced from the continent
(Watson and More 1962).

The archaeological assemblage from Dornoch
does not enable us to distinguish between these
three uses, primarily because it seems to have been
burnt while still in the ear. It does, however, open
up the possibility that what we are seeing here is
evidence for cultivation of marginal land, or for the
growing of specialised crops destined for specific
purposes such as fodder or thatching. Either way,
this find is of considerable interest and adds to
our understanding of agricultural development in
medieval Sutherland.

3.10.3 Wood charcoal identifications

Three samples were examined. The most common
components were alder (Alnus sp.), birch (Betula
sp.), hazel (Corylus sp.) and willow (Salix sp.). In
addition, small quantities of oak (Quercus sp.) and
heather (Calluna/Erica sp.) were also recovered.
All species present could have grown locally within
the area and indicate that local woodland and heath
were being exploited. Most of the taxa represent
small scrub species and a large percentage of the
charcoal suggests that branches and small twigs
were predominantly utilised. Nevertheless, the
presence of alder and oak implies that larger wood
species were also being used occasionally, and the
presence of large amounts of alder within Context
58 may be of some significance. Small fragments of
charred bark were frequently recovered. Unfortu-
nately, bark lacks detailed tissue structure and thus
cannot be identified to species level.





