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1


A SMALL ISLAND WITH A BIG HISTORY


The British Isles consists of over 6,000 islands clustered in the North Atlantic off the northwestern coast of continental Europe, of which almost 200 are permanently inhabited. Great Britain, the landmass of England, Wales and Scotland, is the largest island, followed by Ireland, and then the Isle of Lewis and Harris. There are around 900 islands off the Scottish coast, grouped into the Inner and Outer Hebrides, the Orkney Isles and Shetland; other notable islands include the Isle of Man in the west, Lindisfarne in the east, the Isle of Wight in the south, and the Scilly Isles and Skomer in the southwest. Islay is the southernmost of the Hebridean islands, located on the west coast of Scotland at the same latitude as Glasgow. It is the eighth largest in Britain with an area of 620 square kilometres, while ranked 21st by population size with around 3,200 residents. The Ilich are the people of Islay.


Although islands, of whatever size, are often thought to be relatively isolated and independent, the converse is often the case: they are the entrepôts, crossroads and hubs of cultural innovation and change. This is especially true before the age of the aeroplane and motorised vehicles when sea travel, whether crossing oceans or tracking a coastline, was the primary mode of long-distance travel – the situation throughout most of the human past. Water connected people whom the land divided. To understand the history of a landmass, explore what happened on its coastal fringe. Islay is a case in point: a short hop from the Scottish mainland and no more than 25 miles (40 kilometres) from Ireland, it provided a bridge for ideas and people between the two; located on the western seaway of Britain that has been a highway for traffic from the earliest prehistoric times to the present day.


The story of Britain is the combined and interwoven stories of each of its 6,000 islands. Some of these are sufficiently large and diverse to be usefully divided into a series of landlocked ‘islands’. Within the island of Great Britain, for instance, we might consider areas such as Cumbria, Cornwall, East Anglia and even the whole of Scotland to be such ‘islands’, not because they are or were ever isolated and independent (or surrounded by water), but because their specific locations and particular geologies, soils and climates forged the lives of their residents and incoming peoples into their own regional histories, just as occurs within a landmass surrounded by the sea. We can, of course, keep dividing because even the smallest island can be split into its coastline and its interior, or by identifying a peninsula or mountain range as having its own unique story. Unique, but with a multitude of shared elements with its neighbouring regions and islands, all interwoven into the bigger story of the British Isles, which is itself meshed with the history of Europe and, in the most recent of times, the wider world.


Such is the story of the Isle of Islay: unique to itself but entangled with and contributing to that of Britain, sometimes Europe and occasionally beyond. An island sufficiently small to enable a single story to be told, but sufficiently large and diverse for that story to encompass events and themes of relevance to Britain as a whole. It has a big history.


Islay’s present-day landscape is more varied and often gentler than that of other Hebridean islands, a consequence of its underlying geology and human history: a patchwork of hills and moorland; dunes and beaches; woodland, pasture and arable; a landscape threaded with rivers, roads, tracks, pathways and an airport runway; one peppered with villages, farms, crofts and distilleries. Visitors to Islay, especially those coming from densely populated urban areas, often mistakenly regard this rural landscape as being timeless and isolated from the modern world, and even more regrettably think that Islay’s only feature of interest is its whisky. All wrong. Islay’s geological history began almost two billion years ago and its known human history 12,000 years ago when ice age hunter-gatherers were the first to step onto the island. From that time to the present, its landscapes, people, economy, society and culture have been constantly changing, and will always continue to do so.


Our current knowledge about Islay’s past has been primarily pieced together from written sources: the accounts of early travellers, legal documents, maps, rental records, letters, place-names, committee minutes and so forth. Two outstanding works of historical scholarship have drawn upon these sources: Margaret Storrie’s Islay: Biography of an Island, now in its third edition (2011), and David Caldwell’s 2008 volume, Islay: The Land of the Lordship.1 These built upon a foundation of scholarship marked by earlier works of history, notably those by W.D. Lamont and C.N. Jupp.2 Other local historians have made a huge contribution to our knowledge of the island, notably Peggy Earl and Rona MacKenzie, while a great deal of historical material has been posted on the Islay Info website and the Islay History Blog.3


While all these works by professional and amateur historians have drawn on the archaeological sites and monuments of the island, this source of data has received limited attention, curtailing the coverage of Islay’s prehistory provided by Storrie, Caldwell, Lamont and Jupp. Moreover, the accounts of the historic periods have been left detached from the material remains one can see on the ground. My intention is to provide a counterbalance: to write the story of Islay primarily based on the material remains of past lives, while drawing on the written sources in the historical periods as a supplement.


Archaeological sites and monuments are scattered throughout the island, ranging from ice-age campsites to concrete Second World War bunkers, with virtually everything imaginable in between: standing stones, burial mounds, hut circles, forts, chapels and so forth. These have been recorded on Islay ever since the mid nineteenth century, when land improvements such as drainage began to find objects lost and buried in the ground, and interest was growing throughout Europe about the long-term past. Robert Chellass Graham, the laird of Skipness on Kintyre, made a comprehensive study of Islay’s medieval gravestones in 1895, one that remains the authorative account,4 while Mrs Ramsay of Kildalton began to collect, publish and preserve antiquities.5 Throughout the twentieth century, Islay has been well served by local antiquaries and amateur archaeologists. In 1958 the Islay Archaeology Survey Group was formed by a group of archaeologists from the Thames Valley, notably Frances Celoria, Frank Newall and Susannah Pearce, with T.M. Crawford from Islay. By 1960 they had produced the first inventory of archaeological sites for the island.6


The idea for a museum was floated in 1963 but did not materialise until 1975 when the Islay Museums Trust was formed and the Old Free Church in Port Charlotte was purchased from the Church of Scotland for the museum, largely due to the efforts of Bobby Hodkinson. C. Gordon Booth was appointed chairman, and was joined in 1978 by Clifford Jupp as honorary secretary. Ever since that time, the museum has helped preserve and display items of the island’s heritage, educating and entertaining residents and visitors to Islay alike.7


Professional archaeologists have made frequent visist to Islay to undertake rescue excavations and conduct research, including some of the most distinguished figures from Scottish archaeology: Vere Gordon Childe and Stuart Piggott from Edinburgh, and Euan MacKie from Glasgow. Most notable, however, is Graham Ritchie of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS, now Historic Environment Scotland, HES), whose contribution to the archaeology of Islay, and Argyll in general, was immense.8 In 1984 RCAHMS published an inventory of Islay’s archaeological sites and monuments as the fifth volume in its Argyll series, combining Islay, Jura, Colonsay and Oronsay.9 This and the inventories from other regions of Scotland are remarkable works of archaeological survey, recording and reporting, now supplemented and kept up to date online in Canmore, the equally excellent database of Scotland’s historic environment.10 By searching on Canmore further technical details can be found for all the archaeological sites I mention in the chapters to follow, and more besides.


Archaeological sites and monuments are an essential part of the island’s present and attest to a fascinating past, most of which occurred prior to the time of written records. They provide direct access to history: evidence that sits outside of the covers of a book, a library archive or a digital screen; unlike words and pictures, material objects come free from the imposed interpretation of another human mind; archaeological sites and monuments can be physically experienced by walking to and around them, by touching, listening and sometimes even smelling, by experiencing them in the landscape whether in the sun, wind or rain. Archaeology is history in the raw; when touching standing stones and castle walls we are touching history itself.


An archaeological history of Islay is primarily one written in stone. While many raw materials were used in the past, the majority have rotted away, along with much of the debris from human lives and all but a few of the skeletal remains. The acidic peaty soils of Islay are largely to blame, although the same soils have preserved crucial evidence about past environments and some remarkable archaeological finds when waterlogged.


Stone is also a foundation for Islay’s history. Islay has a long and complex geological history, beginning 1,800 million years ago and continuing today through erosion and formation of new sediments: a wonderful story of supercontinents, tropical seas, ice ages and volcanoes, providing Islay with the best fossil evidence in Britain for the earliest life forms on earth – Precambrian stromatolites more than half a billion years old.11 Although this book merely covers the last 12,000 years, that history has been shaped by the longer geological story. Islay’s underpinning rocks are diverse, including gneiss, sandstone, quartzite, slate, limestone and granite. The ice-age glaciers that periodically covered the island until 15,000 years ago deposited till – clay and assorted rocks – across much of the landscape and left extensive spreads of sands and gravels when they melted. These geological substrates influenced the soils that developed, the natural vegetation that took hold, the distribution, type and productivity of farming from prehistory to the present day, and the opportunities for industry in the nineteenth century. Stone shaped Islay’s past, and much of that past is now represented in stone.


The stone tools, walls and buildings themselves are not our primary interest. They are just conduits to our true subject matter: the people who lived on Islay. The Ilich (for which Ileach is the singular). Some restrict this term to those who were born and bred on the island, but I prefer a broader definition to encompass those for whom Islay is, or was, an integral part of their identity: those who helped to shape the society, economy and culture of the island, and were in turn shaped by Islay itself. I would hesitate to speculate how many of today’s residents and those who live away would self-identify as an Ileach, let alone how many of these would be identified as such by others. Whatever that number, it would be a small fraction of those who were either born in Islay or helped shape the island since the time of the first settlers of at least 12,000 years ago. The large majority of the Ilich can only be known from the material remains they left behind.


To write my history of Islay, I have supplemented the archaeological sites and monuments recorded in the RCAHMS inventory and on Canmore with those from my own archaeological research and that by other archaeologists. Not only those who have worked on Islay, because a key requirement is to explore how Islay’s past both was influenced by and had its own impact on events happening far from its shore. And not only research by archaeologists and historians, but also that of environmental scientists and the geneticists who play an increasingly important role in reconstructing the human past.


To this research, I have added insights and reflections from revisiting many monuments on the island and the locations of past excavations, and from visiting others for the very first time. Exploring the landscape is just as important because we need to appreciate how the environment of Islay has changed since the earliest prehistoric times – its sea level, climate, soils and vegetation. Such visits have made this a book of journeys: journeys across Islay’s landscape of today; journeys back in time through excavations; journeys of the mind by interpreting the archaeological evidence; and journeys of the imagination when seeking to make that evidence come alive.


I made my first visit to Islay and began to explore its archaeology over thirty years ago. I was then undertaking a PhD in archaeology at the University of Cambridge concerning prehistoric hunter-gatherers, more specifically those of the Mesolithic period that lasted between the end of the ice age and the start of the Neolithic, between 11,650 and 5,600 years ago. Finding Mesolithic settlements on Islay proved challenging because all that remains are the scant debris of tool making and, rarely, fragments of animal bones, plant remains, the remnants of fireplaces and faint traces of past shelters. Over the years I have worked elsewhere – on the Hebridean islands of Colonsay, Mull, Tiree and Coll, and far away in the desert of southern Jordan and on the plains of northeast China. But something has always drawn me back to Islay. That something is the extent and diversity of Islay’s archaeological remains, suggesting the story of Islay can provide insights into the events and themes that shaped Britain as a whole. It is also where those sites and monuments are found: in a landscape that seamlessly blends human culture and the natural world; one of ancient geology and abundant wildlife; one with infinite seascapes and constantly changing skies; one with the kindest people and, yes, good whisky. As such, this book aspires to be as much about the modern-day island as about its past, because Islay’s archaeological sites and monuments are part of today’s fabric.


This deep affection for Islay stole upon me unaware as I explored the island for its earliest hunter-gatherer settlements of the Mesolithic period. During that search, I encountered standing monuments from later prehistory, including Neolithic burial tombs, Bronze Age hut circles and Iron Age forts. Equally impressive and intriguing was the archaeology of Islay’s historic past – from the traces of the Vikings, through Early Christian chapels and medieval castles, to the deserted nineteenth-century townships. I gradually began work on the later periods, supported by colleagues from the University of Reading, where I am a Professor of Archaeology, and my friends on Islay. My colleague from Reading, Dr Darko Maričević, has also been pursuing a research programme on Islay concerning the Neolithic and Iron Age.


More recently, Islay Heritage, a local charity I helped establish to promote and protect the archaeology of Islay, has supported archaeological research and sought to make Islay’s archaeology more accessible to the residents of and visitors to the island, notably with its excavations at Dunyvaig Castle. This book intends to continue that work, eschewing technical jargon and the many complexities of interpretation whenever possible to provide an accessible account, although one that remains academically robust.


To prepare this book, I undertook a series of journeys around Islay during 2019. Each lasted several days and took me stepwise through time, from the earliest settlement of Islay to the recent past, and from January to December, with a final journey in February 2020. Each journey provided a new layer of prehistoric and then historic remains, and a journey through one of the always-variable seasons on the island. I travelled by bicycle and foot, and often camped out to maintain a continuous trek around the sites I chose to visit. It is important to go slowly, and, for me, to draw. Digital cameras may take wonderful images, but they can prevent us from truly looking at the places we visit and thereby gaining a sense of its past and its contribution to Islay’s present.


I began in January with journeys through the early prehistoric times: the hunter-gatherers who arrived in the ice age, those that followed as the climate warmed and woodland spread, and then the incoming Neolithic farmers. January might seem an odd time to start, the days being short and the weather potentially cold and wet, but archaeological advantage is gained when the heather is low and the bracken yet to sprout, both eventually swamping archaeological remains on the ground when summer arrives. By the spring, my journeys concerned the later prehistoric periods. While conventionally known as the Bronze Age and Iron Age, these labels carry limited value today as the complex history of an ever-changing environment, economy, technology and society has become apparent. In the summer when the vegetation was often impossibly high but the days delightfully long, I explored the impact of the Early Christians and Vikings on the island, an early medieval world often as mysterious as that of prehistory. By the autumn I had entered the late medieval world of the Lordship of the Isles and Clan Donald that has left us the internationally important sites of Finlaggan and Dunyvaig. Although I had planned to finish by the end of the year, Islay’s past had proved more complex than I had imagined, requiring longer time visiting sites, reading and writing. This caused my final journey to take place in early February 2020, one that explored the archaeology of Islay’s recent times and especially the decades of the 1820s–1850s when the island was transformed.


This book recounts those journeys and what I learnt about Islay’s past and present. It tells the 12,000-year story of just one of the 6,000 islands that make up the British Isles, identifying both its own unique events and the themes that are common to the British Isles as a whole, and in some cases further afield, to Europe and beyond. In its telling, I invite you to join me by using your imagination to travel by my side on bicycle and on foot, so we can together explore the archaeology of this remarkable island, voyage into Islay’s past and embrace history in the raw. Come with me and we will travel through time and through the seasons, finishing our journey at the great Islay picnic, the biggest the island has ever known.


Before we depart, two issues must be addressed as final preparation. The first is a note about place-names. As a consequence of Islay’s long history, the influx of people from throughout Britain and Europe, the developments of Gaelic and English, and the once prevalent use of Norse, different spellings (and sometimes entirely different names) have been used for the same place. Alan Macniven has written a complete book on this topic, showing how the changes in the spelling of place-names provide an insight into history unavailable from other documents and archaeoogial remains.12 How did I choose which spellings to use in this book? Because the location of places in the landscape is a central theme, I have selected the spellings used on Ordnance Survey maps as my first choice. When the OS does not mark an archaeological site, I have used the online Canmore archaeological database and the RCAHMS inventory for Islay. For the names of people during the medieval period, I have followed the spellings used by David Caldwell in Islay: The Land of the Lordship, who chose those which would cause least confusion in his readers; for the names of those of more recent times I have drawn on the spellings used in Margaret Storrie’s Islay: Biography of an Island. There are other names for people and places not mentioned in any of these sources, for which I have provided details of my chosen source. I am aware that no one will be entirely satisfied with my selection.


Secondly, I must stress that despite the abundance of archaeological remains and historic sites on Islay, the island is not a museum. It is a thriving modern-day island, with an economy primarily based on farming, whisky and tourism. While the Land Reform (Scotland) Act of 2003 has given us the right of access over land and inland water on Islay, this ‘freedom to roam’ is conditional on behaving responsibly.13 Central to that is respecting the interests of others. For Islay that especially applies to the farming community: we will be leaving gates as they are found (whether open or closed); following all instructions regarding lambing, calving and shooting; avoiding any interference with livestock and crops; using paths and stiles whenever possible. If there are any doubts, we will simply avoid entering farmland until we have secured permission. Behaving responsibly also means caring for the environment. Islay has not only precious archaeological remains, but a remarkable flora, fauna and geology, which must be protected. We will avoid any disturbance to birds, some of which nest on the ground in the open moorland where archaeological sites are often found. We will always follow the guidance provided by RSPB signs. A third aspect of behaving responsibly is that we take care of ourselves. We will be visiting some of the wild and remote parts of Islay, with high cliffs, deep lochs and treacherous tides. The weather can change in a seeming instant from calm, warm and dry, to ferociously strong winds, icy temperatures and heavy rain. We will take good clothing, leave notice of our routes and stay in touch whenever we can. By behaving responsibly, we will enjoy our freedom to roam.


There is, in my view, an equal responsibility on the landowners and tenants on Islay to provide access to archaeological sites and monuments on their land. These were present long before patterns of modern ownership developed and will (hopefully) remain long after. The current owners of the land are stewards of the archaeological sites and monuments, with an obligation to provide access for people to visit, explore and appreciate the cultural heritage of Islay and learn about the history of the island and its people. There is also an obligation to protect the sites and monuments from damage and decay. For many sites on Islay this is constituted in law by the monuments having been scheduled by Historic Environment Scotland. Having visited a large number of archaeological sites on Islay, I can report that the large majority of landowners and tenants on Islay fulfil both of these obligations of providing access and providing protection – I have always found them supportive and interested in my archaeological studies. But there are a few exceptions. There are important archaeological sites on Islay that are difficult to access and some in urgent need of care and conservation before they are forever lost. Similarly, there are exceptions among those who roam on Islay, with a small number failing to show sufficient respect and care.


Now is the time to begin our journey through Islay’s past. So come with me to a grassy terrace above a rocky promontory known as Rubha Port an t-Seilich on the east coast of Islay, a mile south of Port Askaig. This is where the earliest traces of a human presence on Islay have been found.
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Mesolithic journey: from Rubha Port an t-Seilich in the east to Beinn Tart a’Mhill in the west
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ICE AGE VISITORS AND THE FIRST SETTLERS


In the footsteps of hunter-gatherers, naturalists and storytellers, 10 000–3800 BC




The pre-history of Islay is not easily understood and one must use a great deal of imagination to build up a picture from what has been learnt by investigation and excavation, bearing in mind that isolated pieces of evidence may be entirely unrepresentative of the normal life of the community


C. Gordon Booth, An Islay Notebook, 1983
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Looking north from Rubha Port an t-Seilich, along the Sound of Islay, on a January morning


The archaeological site at Rubha Port an t-Seilich was discovered in 2009. The landowner, Dunlossit Estate, had left pigs to forage along the coastline, with the expectation that they would constrain the spread of bracken. When snuffling around on the terrace, the pigs turned over the soil and exposed pieces of flint. Donald James MacPhee, the sharp-eyed gamekeeper, noticed these and called me. In 2010, I excavated across the terrace and was astonished at the density of flints. The majority were the waste flakes from making tools such as knife blades, projectile points and scrapers for cleaning skins, all from flint pebbles, along with a good number of the tools themselves. Their character indicated the Mesolithic period, the time between the end of the last ice age, 11,650 years ago, and the arrival of Neolithic farmers in the centuries soon after 6,000 years ago (around 3800 BC) – we don’t know precisely when.


Below the Mesolithic debris, at the bottom of a test-pit, was an arrowhead that testified to an even earlier presence on the island. Just over 3 centimetres in length, it had a tanged base to enable its attachment to a shaft. In design, it was almost identical to those from Scandinavia and northern Europe dated to around 12,000 years ago, during the last millennium of the ice age. Although a little abraded, the arrowhead was unbroken and more likely to have been accidentally lost rather than deliberately discarded.1


[image: illustration]


The tanged point from Rubha Port an-t Seilich, on display in the Museum of Islay Life


In the spring of 2013, my team excavated a long trial trench though the sediments at Rubha Port an t-Seilich to expose the stratigraphy of the site. That revealed a fireplace built within a crevice between two boulders of bedrock, repeatedly used during successive visits to the terrace by Mesolithic hunter-gatherers. Within the sediments at its base were more flint tools that matched the style of the tanged point. They all indicated the Ahrensburgian culture that flourished in continental northern Europe between 12,500 and 11,000 years ago. We also extracted tephra – volcanic glass – from the sediments above and below the artefacts. By chemical analysis, we were able to identify the layers of tephra to successive volcanic eruptions that occurred in Iceland before and immediately after the end of the last ice age.2 Our finds represented the first discovery of an Ahrensburgian campsite in Scotland, located on a grassy terrace above the Sound of Islay.


Reindeer hunters in the east


While the finds from Rubha Port an t-Seilich are those of the earliest known Ilich, they are not necessarily those of the first people who stepped onto Islay. We know of people in Scotland 14,500 years ago, at least 2,000 years earlier than when the Rubha Port an t-Seilich tanged point was made. They too might have set foot on Islay.


The last ice age reached its height 21,000 years ago. With the possible exception of the western Rinns peninsula, ice covered the entirety of Islay. And not just Islay, but the whole of Scotland, Wales and halfway down England, beyond which there was a polar desert. The highest mountain peaks, including Ben Mòr on the Isle of Mull and the Paps of Jura, peeped out from above the ice. Massive ice sheets also covered Scandinavia, North America and northern Asia, while the low latitudes were suffering from drought. Because so much water was contained within the ice, sea level was 120 metres lower than it is today. This exposed coastal shelves around the world, one of which connected Britain to continental Europe – Doggerland, a continuous landmass allowing one to walk from Scotland to Denmark.


Global temperatures began to increase. The glaciers retreated and the ice began to melt. By 14,500 years ago, Islay had become free of ice. It was now a tundra landscape of grasses, sedges and shrubs, of dwarf birch and willow. Soils were developing, becoming able to support thicker woodland as soon as the seeds arrived on the wind or were carried by birds. The precise height of the sea level around Islay at that time is unclear. Just as the melt waters were entering the sea, the land was rising having been relieved of the weight of the ice. Whether the sea level was going up or down depended on which of these was happening at a faster rate. Nevertheless, we can be confident that Islay was now an island and would always remain so. The British mainland remained connected to Europe by the landmass of Doggerland, now drowned by the North Sea.


It was at this time, 14,500 years ago, that the first people arrived in Scotland – although not yet, as far as we know, on Islay. The evidence comes from the site of Howburn in South Lanarkshire.3 Between 2005 and 2010, the Biggar Archaeology Group, led by Tam Ward, collected stone artefacts from ploughed fields, believing these were Mesolithic, Neolithic and later in date. But when examined by Alan Saville from the National Museum of Scotland, some artefacts – large points made with one-sided tangs – were identified as those used by ice-age reindeer hunters in continental northern Europe known as the Hamburgian culture. As the name suggests, the first identification of this culture was in northern Germany. Although known across much of northern Europe, the artefact collection from Howburn was the first trace of the Hamburgian found in Britain. More collecting, excavation and analysis confirmed Howburn to have been a hunting camp dating to 14,500 years ago. The hunters had positioned themselves at the narrowest part of an otherwise wide valley along which reindeer funnelled during their annual migrations across Doggerland tundra and its surrounds. The hunters had sat in wait, preparing the flint points of their spears and arrows, discarding waste flakes that Tam and his team would later find. After the kill, the broken and blunted points were also discarded, some most likely left within the remnants of butchered carcasses.


Howburn is currently the most northwesterly known site of the Hamburgian culture. A group of hunters had gone to the furthest edge of their known world, crossing the Doggerland tundra to hills and mountains in the west, those of the land we now call Scotland. I expect they stayed for no more than a few weeks in the spring or autumn, sufficient to slaughter reindeer and pack the meat, fat, hide and antler onto to dog-pulled sledges, before returning to their settlements in the east. Did they ever go further west? Did they ever follow the valleys that cut through the highlands to the west of Scotland? Did they reach Islay? We have no evidence that they did so, but it remains a possibility to explore by further excavation.


On present evidence, Islay had to wait for another 2,000 years before its first footfall. Although the Hamburgian hunters returned frequently to Howburn, by 13,000 years ago the resumption of extreme ice-age conditions had forced them away for good. That was the start of the Younger Dryas, known in Scotland as the Loch Lomond stadial: 1,000 years of plummeting temperatures during which Scottish ice sheets re-advanced from the central highlands, although never to reach Islay again. By 12,000 years ago, summer temperatures were climbing again, restoring the development of scrubby woodland on Islay. Ice-age hunters returned to Scotland and now made the first steps on the Isle of Islay. To get there, however, they followed a different route and had a different lifestyle from those who had hunted reindeer at Howburn.


The shape and style of the tanged point discovered at Rubha Port a t-Seilich identify it as belonging to the Ahrensburgian culture, dating to the final millennia of the ice age. Although originally reindeer hunters, these people had spread northwards into Scandinavia and developed a maritime adaption, hunting sea mammals from skin boats. It was this, I think, that brought them to Islay.


Before the discovery at Rubha Port an t-Seilich, tanged points suspected to be of Ahrensburgian type were found on Tiree, at Shieldaig (on the mainland, opposite Skye) and in Orkney.4 With that from Islay, these points skirt the west and northern coasts of Scotland. This suggests that, around 12,000 years ago, Ahrensburgian people had worked their way along the north coast of Doggerland and then followed the east coast of Scotland northwards, circled the tip of Scotland and then headed south along the west coast, eventually arriving on Islay, and possibly heading further south into Ireland.5 My guess is they used skin boats, staying close to the shoreline to hunt seal and to fish, periodically going onshore to search for game.


First footsteps on Islay


Imagine being at Rubha Port an t-Seilich on a fine afternoon in early summer 12,000 years ago. The pale blue sky has wispy clouds; ice-cold water flows swiftly between Islay and Jura, the channel narrower than it is today. On either side the land is covered by scrubby birch and pine, struggling on thin soils between expanses of bedrock and scree – not a single trace of the peaty moorland that dominates the view today. Sit yourself on a boulder and look northwards along the Sound of Islay to watch the first arrival of people on the island. A small boat is being paddled towards a rocky protrusion into the channel close to where you sit, identified as a landing place. The boat, made from skins stretched over a wooden frame, carries five or maybe six men and women dressed in skins and furs. They land and climb ashore, then drag their boat from the water.


Your new companions eye up the scene, quickly noting the direction of the breeze, a stream for freshwater and where to collect firewood; instinctively they look for signs of game – tracks, scats, sleeping places, nibbled leaves and bark. They gaze at the hills to the west, not knowing what they will find or how far the land will extend, never having set foot on Islay before. Some collect dry grass and spindly wood to make a fire in the shelter of the boulder on which you (invisibly) sit; others unpack their belongings including sleeping mats, neatly wrapped packages that you guess contain food, hunting bows, arrow shafts, large flint nodules and antler hammers. The hammers are set to work against the nodules, detaching blades to make new tanged points as the fire flickers into life. Within a few minutes a handful of points are laid out on the boulder: some are wrapped in hide to keep; others hafted using resin taken from one of the packages and made sticky by the fire; one is dropped and lost in the dirt amidst the flint debris from their tool making. Having made their arrows, they depart for an evening foray to begin their exploration of this new land, leaving their sleeping mats, parcels and firewood neatly stashed by the boulder for their return.


What might they have found on Islay? The island terrain was like that of today, with the same hills and valleys shaping the landscape but with more extensive beaches and coastal plains reflecting a lower sea level. There was no peat and little vegetation across much of the island because soils were still developing over the vast expanses of sands and gravels that had been washed out from the glaciers as they melted. Elsewhere grasses, sedges, dwarf birch and dwarf willow had taken hold, along with a variety of other plants such as sea plantain, crowberry and sorrel. As to animals, reindeer and horse are likely, along with red deer, much as we see on Islay today. Another intriguing and quite remarkable animal appears to have been present – the giant Irish elk, Megaloceros giganteus.


This is misnamed – it is neither Irish nor an elk, but a giant deer that ranged through Europe and northern Asia during the ice ages and their immediate aftermath.6 It stood more than 2 metres high at the shoulder with palm-shaped antlers spanning up to 4 metres, the largest antlers of any known deer. Its common name derives from well-preserved finds made in Irish bogs, resulting in trophies of Megaloceros giganteus antlers adorning many castle walls. However, remains have been found not only in Ireland, but also on Islay: a fine specimen is on display in the museum in Port Charlotte.7 This was found within a bog at Kildalton in 1870, and might have been an animal that roamed Islay in the same year that the first ice-age human arrivals were making their exploration of the island, because it has been dated to approximately 12,000 years old. It had an antler span of just under 2 metres and must have been an impressive beast. The species became extinct soon after the ice age came to a close, not being suited to living in the thick woodland that covered the once-tundra landscapes. Some believe that human hunters were partly responsible for their demise.8


We do not know how long the Ahrensburgian hunters stayed on Islay and camped at Rubha Port an t-Seilich. It may have been a few hours or a few weeks. Neither do we know if they ever returned. Future excavations should tell us a little more. What we do know, however, is that their arrival on Islay was just one instance of a worldwide expansion of human communities as the ice age was coming to an end. It was a period of population growth, exploration and dispersal into the high latitudes that had previously been too cold and into low latitudes that had been too dry; this occurred throughout Europe, Asia, Africa and the Americas. It was a new start for humankind, in the relatively warm and stable climate that we continue to enjoy today – although we appear determined to wreck it. That worldwide diaspora was the start of Islay’s prehistory, people driven by their curiosity to explore new lands.


Becoming Mesolithic


After the visit of ice-age hunters, Islay had to wait another two or maybe three thousand years before people returned to its shores. When they did so, they arrived for good. Like that of the very first visitors, the evidence comes from the archaeological site at Rubha Port an t-Seilich. Current evidence indicates the next use of this landing place and camping site was around 9,200 years ago, providing the earliest known date on Islay for the Mesolithic period – the European-wide period of hunter-gatherers who lived between the end of the ice age and the start of Neolithic farming.9 Between 9,200 and 6,000 years ago, the campsite at Rubha Port an t-Seilich was re-used on many occasions, with activity focused around the fireplace originally built by the ice age Ahrensburgian pioneers.


By 9,200 years ago, temperatures had reached those of today. Islay was now covered by thick woodland of birch, pine, oak, elm and hazel. This provided part of the ancient wildwood that extended across the whole of Britain and Europe, varying in its composition and animal inhabitants with changes in soils, altitude, latitude and so forth. Living within such woodland required not just a different set of tools from the tanged points used by the tundra-living Hamburgian and Ahrensburgian people but an entirely new culture, one that archaeologists call the Mesolithic.


The reindeer herds had moved to the far north, restricted to the retreating tundra and steppe. Within the wildwood of Britain, red deer, roe deer and wild boar now lived in scattered groups and needed stalking individually rather than ambushing as a herd. The woodland provided many plant foods and raw materials to gather and prepare, including bark for making baskets and plant stems for twine. Technology had to change. Across the whole of northern Europe, hunter-gatherers replaced their tanged points with smaller chipped stone blades as the versatile components for a variety of tools – as arrow points, barbs, knife blades, awls, drill bits and most likely vegetable graters. Archaeologists call such stone blades ‘microliths’, characteristic of the Mesolithic age, which for Islay lasted for at least 5,000 years, almost half of the island’s entire history.


Mesolithic people were in southern Britain by 11,500 years ago, using relatively large microliths, known as obliquely blunted points and (for an obvious reason) isosceles triangles. They may have made a few forays into Scotland and even Islay where a few of these early microliths have been found. It was another thousand years, however, until Mesolithic people established themselves in Scotland. The earliest known settlement is at Cramond in the east of Scotland dating to 10,360 years ago.10 Soon after that, other sites were found in the east, and then in central and western Scotland, where the earliest presence is at the site of Criet Dubh on Mull, dated to 10,250 years ago. My guess is that Mesolithic people were also on Islay by that time.


We think they came from Doggerland.11 By 10,500 years ago, the sea was penetrating that lowland landscape, and soon invaded with seeming intent. Freshwater rivers and marshes, ideal for fishing and fowling, became saltmarsh. Rising tides washed away once secure coastal camping sites, soon to be submerged forever. Doggerland had to be abandoned. Some of the people – and we have no idea how many – headed to the hills that fringed high mountains in the west, the land that became Scotland. They made new campsites at locations such as Cramond and began to explore and disperse throughout the land.


By now, relatively small microliths had replaced the larger versions of the early Mesolithic. These came in various designs, designated by archaeologists as needlepoints, crescents, scalene triangles and backed blades. It is these types of microliths, along with the debris from their manufacture and a range of other tools primarily made from flint, that we find not only at Rubha Port an t-Seilich, but at Mesolithic sites throughout Islay.



The significance of flint


Flint was always the preferred stone for tool making in the Mesolithic period. When nodules are freshly broken, the edges are sharp as razors. As important is the fine crystalline structure of flint. This means that when a nodule is struck with the correct force and at the correct angle, a flake of predetermined size and shape can be removed. The skill comes with knowing the correct degrees of force and angles to use, along with selecting appropriate hammer-stones and flint nodules of the best size and shape with which to start. As with any skill, it takes many hours of practice to gain competence, and many more for the expertise we find in the Mesolithic.


Flint does not occur naturally within the soils and sediments on Islay except within a few exposures in the Rinns where it remains in glacial deposits, entirely eroded elsewhere on the island.12 This is useful for archaeologists because when flint is discovered within a field or sand dune it means it had been taken and discarded there by people. The Mesolithic foragers would have acquired the flint as beach pebbles, originating from cretaceous deposits under the Irish Sea. Such pebbles are more frequently found on the beaches of northwest Islay, such as Kilchiaran, Saligo and Sanaigmore, than anywhere else in the region, making Islay an especially attractive island for Mesolithic settlers.13


The preferred method of working flint was by first detaching a flake to make a flat platform at one end of the pebble, with an angle less than 90 degrees to its side. Carefully controlled strikes against the platform’s edge removed flakes, sometimes from just one side of the pebble and sometimes all around. This often required the platform to be further prepared by shaping its edge to remove tiny flakes that might otherwise deflect the hammerstone blow. Archaeologists refer to the flaked pebble as the ‘core’. From this, further strikes removed long thin flakes, referred to as blades, sometimes by initially creating a crest along the side of the core to channel the force of the blow. Selected blades were then further flaked, or ‘retouched’, into specific shapes for the tools required. ‘Pressure flaking’ was often used for this delicate task – simply pressing hard on the edges with a bone or antler point, while supporting the blade upon the knee. In many cases, this removed the bulbous end of the blade that had once been the edge of the core, creating what archaeologists call a ‘microlith’, which could be further shaped in various ways. Large flakes, such as those from the initial removals, were retouched into robust scrapers for cleaning skins or had notches removed to make tools for shaving and sawing wood. Throughout all these manufacturing stages, waste flakes would litter the ground, providing the bulk of archaeologists’ finds.


Producing the flakes, blades, microliths and scrapers was only the first step of the tool-making process. These were just component parts for tools. Wood, antler and bone were prepared to provide handles and hafts, with the flints secured into place by using resin and twine from plant fibres – which required their own preparation. Making such armatures may have been the most time-consuming parts of producing a Mesolithic knife or arrow. They are also likely to have been the most precious parts to keep and repair, but they rarely survive, with none found so far on Islay. Almost all we have are the flint components, often broken from use, and the waste from their manufacture.
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Flakes and blades of flint were used to make the points and barbs of arrows, spears and leisters


The Mesolithic jigsaw


The Mesolithic people were hunter-gatherers, and so had to be constantly on the move. After arriving in western Scotland, they rapidly learnt about its woodlands and rivers, about the sea currents and tides, about the changing seasons, the arrival and departure of migrating birds, fish shoals and sea mammals, about the longer rhythms of nature. They never stopped learning, because nature is never still. They were incessant observers of the everchanging world – cloud formations, the tracks and trails of animals, the flowering of plants and the flight of insects. They were – they had to be – naturalists par excellence.


With this knowledge, the new Mesolithic arrivals were soon able to target particular resources at particular times of the year, perhaps sending small task groups when required. They regularly moved between the islands and the mainland, most likely using skin boats. We know, for instance, they went to Colonsay to harvest its hazel-rich woodland for nuts, crab apples and other plant foods, making large roasting pits at the site of Staosnaig.14 They also went to Coll and made a fishing camp at Fiskary Bay, possibly using the narrow entrance to the bay for a fish trap, just as people did in historic times.15


By always being on the move, the Mesolithic people left a trail of campsites across the landscape. Each was subtly different, used for a different task, at a different time of the year and by different members of the group. This makes the archaeological challenge especially hard: finding one Mesolithic site is difficult enough, and excavating it is costly in time and money. One site, however, provides just a single piece of a Mesolithic jigsaw, of limited value until joined to enough other pieces to enable the whole picture to emerge.


Some elements of that picture will always remain beyond our grasp. What, for instance, were the Mesolithic people’s beliefs about life and death? Whenever we look at historically documented hunter-gatherers, whether Australian aborigines, Siberian reindeer hunters, African bushmen or native North Americans, we find that as well as living in nature they also live in a world of ancestors and spirits, in which the animals, woods, hills and rivers were created by ancestral beings and imbued with spirits, myths and stories. We must assume the same for the Mesolithic hunter-gatherers of Islay. Reconstructing this aspect of their lives is all but impossible: stories, ideologies, and rituals leave little, if any, archaeological trace.16


We can be confident the Mesolithic people would have given names to the hills, rivers, cliffs and other features of Islay’s landscape and the surrounding sea. This is the normal practice of hunter-gatherers when colonising new regions, soon followed by having new stories to tell. Naming is essential for learning about the landscape, remembering and telling others about it, for wayfinding, and for finding others. Stories are maps. I suspect the naming of the Islay landscape, bringing it from the realm of nature into the domain of human culture, had begun with the first ice-age pioneers of 12,000 years ago, and then started over again with the Mesolithic arrivals. We have no idea about the languages they spoke, but for those coming to Islay there would certainly have been lots to talk about.


As seafarers, they would have soon encountered the huge whirlpool and ferocious tidal currents in the narrow strait between Jura and Scarba, that we now call Gulf of Corryvreckan. That Gaelic name means the ‘cauldron of the speckled seas’ or ‘cauldron of the plaid’, names associated with many stories. In one account, the goddess of winter, Cailleach Bheur, uses the swirling waters to wash her great plaid, and by doing so ushers in the turn of the seasons from autumn to winter. As winter approaches, the whirlpool washes her cloth pure white, which then becomes the blanket of snow that covers the land. I cannot but think that the Mesolithic people had their own name and had soon invented their own stories for Corryvreckan.17
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Mesolithic mobility and resource use in the west of Scotland


Similarly for the high hills and mountain peaks. Looking east from the Mesolithic campsite of Rubha Port an t-Seilich, the Paps of Jura dominate the skyline, as they do from so many places on Islay and beyond. These have evocative names today, the origin of which I have been unable to find: Beinn an Oir (785 m), ‘Peak of Gold’; Beinn Shiantaidh (755 m), ‘Peak of Storms’; and Beinn a’ Chaolais (734 m), ‘Peak of Narrows or Sound’. The northwest of Islay is similarly dominated by the peak of Beinn Tart a’Mhill, translated as either ‘Stag Hill’ or ‘Mountain of Drought’,18 while the Oa peninsula is predominant in the south. Other locations on Islay have names descriptive of the natural world: Ard Imersay is the ‘Promontory of the Emmer Goose’, Ballachlaven the ‘Township of the Buzzard’ and Cladach nan Easgann the ‘Bay of Eels’. Some locations hint at past social occasions: Aoradh means ‘place of sun worship’ and Sunderland probably means ‘assembly place by the loch’.19


I do not suppose that any of these Gaelic names and their associated stories derive from the very first naming of the landscape by the Mesolithic people. Nevertheless, we should be confident that soon after 10,000 years ago the land- and seascapes of Islay were part of human culture. With each passing year, the Mesolithic Ilich developed their own history and told their own stories about the island – where babies had been born, where tragic accidents and incidences of good luck had occurred; about the years of heavy rainfall and those of drought; about daring feats and those who had been fools. As time passed, these would have blended into legend and then myth about the exploits of ancestors, perhaps of those who had first come to Islay.


These characteristics of Mesolithic life are especially pertinent for our interpretation of Rubha Port an t-Seilich. The excavations have exposed a fireplace, and it was around fireplaces at night-time that hunter-gatherers told their stories, undertook their rituals and informed the children about the world.20 This is not surprising. We still like to do this today, when the warmth, light and aromas of the fire help us relax and chat and can spark our imaginations.


The fireplace at Rubha Port an t-Seilich is the largest and best preserved of any found on Islay, and second only to one at Criet Dubh on Mull in the whole of western Scotland.21 I cannot resist the idea that it was at this precise location on Islay where Corryvreckan and the Paps were first given names, where stories about past events were recounted, memories shared, and where children learnt about the Mesolithic ancestors and spirits of the hills, woods and rivers of Islay.


My team of archaeologists began to excavate that fireplace in 2017, continued in 2018 and 2019 and have yet to finish. Its remnants consist of overlapping patches of heavily burned sediment, concentrations of charcoal, ash, fire-cracked rock and the charred shells of hazelnuts, surrounded by stone slabs positioned for sitting or squatting upon. Between these slabs are piles of debris from the making of stone tools and fragments of burnt animal bone from red deer, roe deer and wild boar. Around them, we have begun to excavate a set of post-holes and smaller stake-holes that had once held the supports for a windbreak or maybe a brushwood hut.


Either before or during the storytelling, the heat and light of the fire would have been critical for many practical tasks. Cooking would have been by steaming, baking and roasting on hot stones. Tool making involved using heat to prepare resins from pine or birch, mixed with bees’ wax and used to fix points to arrows; fire was also used for hardening the wooden tips of spears and heating flint nodules to make them easier to work.


Leaving Rubha Port an t-Seilich


To learn more about the Mesolithic on Islay I now invite you to join me on a journey around Islay, or rather the north of Islay, which is where all the known Mesolithic sites are located. With a single exception, I have either discovered or excavated all the past settlements we will visit and hence I can tell you how they were found and explored, making this more of a personal journey for me than those of the later prehistoric and historic periods that are to follow. We start our Mesolithic journey at Rubha Port an t-Seilich at dawn in early January having spent the night camping in the rain. That has passed over, but thick cloud stubbornly shrouds all but the lowest slopes of the Paps. Our tents were packed up in the half-light, making heavy loads after the night-time drenching they received. Turning our backs to Jura we walk north across the moorland, heading slightly inland and wading through wet knee-deep tussock-grass and then heather. A stile takes us into woodland and shortly to a wooden bridge that crosses a fast-flowing stream on its way to the Sound of Islay. We reach an old water tower and collect the bicycles we left there the day before. Then we ride along the track towards Lily Loch.
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Mesolithic journey: from Rubha Port an t-Seilich to Storakaig


The woodland beside us, planted from the 1920s onwards, seems to be a mix of birch, beech, Scot’s pine and spruce, now infiltrated by the everinvasive rhododendron, escaped from some Himalayan plant collector’s garden. Nevertheless, the woodland is a reminder of how much of Islay must have looked in the Mesolithic, even if it is as much a product of history as of nature. That is a good lesson to learn because, whenever people are around, the idea of an unadulterated natural world is fanciful. As soon as Mesolithic people arrived on Islay, they began to change its vegetation either inadvertently or with intent.


We know about Islay’s vegetation history primarily from pollen grains preserved with its peat, notably within the mires where the peat can reach up to 6 metres deep.22 The pollen had once blown from grasses, shrubs and trees. It had settled onto boggy ground or perhaps sunk to the bottom of a lake; it became buried as the sediments formed, maybe mixed with the pollen of the previous and the following spring, but ultimately sealed below that from the later plants and trees. Cores taken on Islay, from Loch a’Bhogaidh in the Rinns and through the Gruinart Flats, have been meticulously sliced apart and the pollen within each slice extracted, counted and classified into type. Radiocarbon dates provide the chronology for each pollen type, reflecting change in the long-lost vegetation cover itself.


This provides us with the big picture of ecological succession from ice-age tundra to early postglacial woodland and then to the peat-covered moorland of today. We also find out when specific types of grasses, shrubs and trees were present, how the woodland varied across the island, and possible signs of human impact. By the time that Mesolithic people arrived, around 10,000 years ago, the open landscape found by the Ahrensburgian visitors had been replaced by woodland of birch and hazel. This varied in thickness with the quality of soils and degree of exposure, being relatively sparse in the western Rinns peninsula. The Mesolithic Ilich would have seen the woodland change, with elm and oak becoming more prevalent after 8,000 years ago, followed by a rise of alder and the early development of mire in the wetter areas. Ash, rowan, crab apple, hawthorn and blackthorn became scattered throughout the woodland, along with ivy and honeysuckle. We know from the pollen left behind that the lochs had contained white water lily and pondweeds, but many water-living plants and those of the woodland understorey have left no trace at all.


There are no living remnants of the original wildwood on Islay. All we have is its ghostly trace within the pollen and occasional stumps of wood preserved deep within the peat and sometimes within the lochs. Periods of drought can expose such stumps, as occurred in 2015 when the remnants of oak trees almost 8,000 years old emerged from Loch nan Gabhar in the south of Islay. I helped my colleagues map those stumps and sample their tree rings to extract information about Islay’s past climate. That allowed me to walk – or rather wade ankle-deep in peaty water – within the Mesolithic woodland itself, even if decimated to a skeleton of stumps with nothing of the once rich canopy of leaves and lush undergrowth surviving for me to see.


A different Mesolithic woodland-like experience had come several years previously when I visited A’ Coille Mhòr and Coille Bheag on the east coast of Colonsay. These woods can reasonably claim to be remnants of the ancient wildwood. Birch predominates, with plenty of oak, a good representation of hazel and rowan, some aspen and ash, and a lavish ground cover including ferns. I was with Ray Mears, who has lived with hunter-gatherers throughout the world and gained not only their naturalist’s eye but also their bush-craft skills. He looked at the Colonsay woodland not as a botanical treasure, which it is, but rather as a larder, a medicine cabinet and a DIY store.23


Over 500 native British plants are potentially edible, with many used throughout history and still collected by some. Hazelnuts, crab apples, blackberries, sloes, elderflowers and nettles are familiar, along with fungi, but horsetails, sedges, thistles and plantains can also be used for food. Ray Mears and the archaeobotanist Gordan Hillman explored and ate many of these plants, as described in their 2007 book Wild Food.24


A copy of that book would be useful for exploring the woodland around Lily Loch, aptly named because on summer days it provides a raft of green lily leaves and white flowers; but we are there in January with not a single lily pad in sight. Native Americans used to collect huge quantities of water lily seeds, using them as a dietary staple. It was a time-consuming task: gathering the seed capsules, fermenting them in water, cleaning the seeds, de-husking, winnowing, parching, grinding and then roasting – two weeks at least, and far too long for us to have sat beside Lily Loch even if seeds had been available. I believe the seeds can also be fried to make a kind of popcorn, and I have heard they make an effective insect repellent, useful for Islay midges on summer days. Ray Mears also recommended gathering water lily buds in the spring, when still closed and full of pollen, explaining they are full of nutrients, particularly oils and proteins.


Food is just one resource from the woodland. Wood itself would have provided fuel and been used for making tools and constructing shelters. Willow and hazel would have provided wands for making baskets; the fibres from nettles were twisted to make cord; bracket fungi were collected for use as tinder; resin was collected from pine trees. The fluctuations in the frequency of pollen grains from sediment cores are sometimes accompanied by microscopic charcoal. This shows Mesolithic impact on the woodland, involving the use of fire to make clearings and encourage the growth of new shoots that would in turn attract game. Repeated harvesting of hazelnuts might also have had an impact. Their charred shells are ubiquitous at Islay’s Mesolithic sites and found in huge quantities at Staosnaig on Colonsay.25


On the Glen Road and other ancient routeways


From Lily Loch our route follows the edge of Ballygrant Loch, rewarding us with the first, and it turns out the only, sunlight for the day, which escapes from behind a cloud to send a beam of rippling light across the water. We reach the road that runs from Ballygrant to Bridgend, known to some as the Glen Road, following it to head south and then east, initially climbing and then descending into the valley that cuts through the middle of Islay.


The first arrivals on Islay had no tracks to follow, other than those from deer and boar, just as we follow animal paths today when walking across the moor. Making their own network of tracks and pathways was another means by which the Mesolithic people brought the natural world into human culture, this being closely linked with naming places and storytelling, the stories providing mental maps.26 Pathways through the woodland connected people not only with the game they wished to hunt and plants to gather, but also with each other – the original social network.


Such paths, however, might have been of less importance than the sea-routes around Islay, and between Islay and its nearby islands and mainland. Although we have no archaeological trace of Mesolithic boats in Britain, we should not doubt that the Mesolithic people were outstanding seafarers. Travelling by sea, most likely in boats made from animal hides and sticking close to the shore, would often have been far quicker than crossing the land. How, for instance, would the many hundreds, possibly thousands, of flint pebbles at Rubha Port an t-Seilich have arrived there, when their source was on Islay’s west-coast beaches? I suspect that boats transported the pebbles, collected in the west and stored within the boats for use elsewhere on the island. While the sea was important, so too were the rivers across the island, notably the River Laggan – far quicker and easier than trekking through the wildwood.


It is likely that many of Islay’s paths and roads today follow those chosen in the Mesolithic period, dictated by topography to provide least effort to travel from place to place. The Glen Road is likely to have been one such ancient routeway. The landscape on either side of this today can seem bleak, especially on a January day. To the south, the land climbs to high heather-covered hills and then to the craggy peak of Beinn Dubh (267 m), the domain of red deer contained behind fences to provide sport for those who enjoy the kill. To the north, the land rises more gently to Beinn Bharradail (178 m), some of it drained for pasture and some left as open moor, cut by ditches, fences and occasional quad-bike tracks. One of those tracks leads us to the next hunter-gatherer settlement of our Mesolithic journey.


At the hunting camp of Storakaig


Having walked and cycled around Lily and Ballygrant Lochs and now on the Glen Road towards Bridgend, we are close to a Mesolithic site that dates to the end of this period of Islay’s past. This is found by locating a drainage ditch that meets the road by a small plantation and following this ditch uphill on foot as the land rises to the north. The tussock-grass is wet and deep, making the walking strenuous; sheep are scattered across the hillside seemingly oblivious to our presence. Close to the summit, wooden stakes in the ditch edge mark the extent of a former trench, excavated in 2011. Pieces of flint can still be seen in the muddy churn of cattle hooves and amidst watercress growing in the bottom of the ditch. Good to munch on a winter’s morning (the watercress, not the flint).


When the ditch was cleaned out in 2009, the upthrow contained pieces of chipped flint that exposed an unexpected Mesolithic site on this Islay hillside. I named it Storakaig, the nearest place-name on the map, and undertook excavations in 2010 and 2011. Below the peat, my team found an occupation floor: a dense mass of tool-making debris, heavily burnt and fragmented animal bone, charred hazelnut shells and charcoal, all within a deep black organic deposit that covered an irregularly shaped area, 18 metres by 13 metres in maximum extent.27 Below the occupation floor was clean brown clay, laid down beneath the ice-age glaciers.


About a quarter of the site was excavated, but with signs of neither features such as pits, post-holes and stake-holes to indicate there had been huts constructed at the site, nor fireplaces, despite all of the burnt bone and charcoal, and many of the stone tools also having been within a fire. While such features might exist in the unexcavated area, my suspicion is that the final activity at the site had involved a huge, deliberate blaze which, together with the subsequent millennia of rainfall and soil development, removed any traces of Mesolithic activity other than the debris of resistant stone, charcoal and fragments of bone.


The bone had been unexpected because organic material quickly decays in the acidic peat. As at Rubha Port an t-Seilich, it had survived by having been burned so intensely to become calcined – a change in its chemical composition arising from high temperatures. Despite the bone fragments being tiny and no good for radiocarbon dating, they indicated which animals had been hunted and then butchered at the site – red deer, roe deer and wild boar. Further fragments came from fish and a cormorant-like bird, suggesting people had arrived at Storakaig from a coastal location. A few bone fragments from a small canine suggests a dog. I suspect that dogs had been the constant companions of the earliest people on Islay, these being the first domesticated animals, originating from the wolf way back in the ice age. Most of the stone tools at Storakaig – microliths, scrapers, notched pieces and awls – were also similar to those found at Rubha Port an t-Seilich. I assumed that both sites would be of a similar date.


The radiocarbon dates told me otherwise. While those from Rubha Port an t-Seilich were relatively early in the Mesolithic, primarily between 9,200 and 8,200 years ago, those from Storakaig were towards its end, between 6,400 and 5,800 years ago (c. 4400–3800 BC). This indicates that the Mesolithic lifestyle had remained almost unchanged for nearly 5,000 years, and that those using the hunting camp at Storakaig may have overlapped with the next arrivals on Islay, the Neolithic farmers – as we will shortly explore. The Storakaig dates also overlap with those from Mesolithic sites on the tiny island of Oronsay located to the north of Islay, giving an insight as to how these hunter-gatherers had moved between the islands.


The Oronsay Mesolithic sites are great mounds of shell, fish bone, bird bone, mammal bone, stone tools and other debris, referred to as shell middens. The bone survives because the calcium from the shells negates the destructive action of acidic soils that has virtually destroyed all Mesolithic bones from sites elsewhere. Five middens are known on Oronsay, three of which, Casteal nan Gillean I, Cnoc Sligeach and Cnoc Coig, were initially explored by antiquarians at the end of the nineteenth century long before the Mesolithic period had been defined. Professor Paul Mellars from Cambridge University undertook excavations in the 1970s, during which he found two further middens, Casteal nan Gillean II and the Priory Midden.28 He discovered that the middens had accumulated towards the end of the Mesolithic period, and suggested a group of people had lived on the island all year round, moving to different locations to find shelter as the prevailing winds changed.29


That had always seemed unlikely to me. However lovely Oronsay is to visit, why would a group of Mesolithic people have chosen to remain on that tiny speck of land all year round, one so exposed to the Atlantic gales? It had no large game to hunt, limited supplies of firewood, and a narrow range of plants. I thought it more likely that the Mesolithic people who had based themselves on the larger islands and mainland coast made occasional visits to Oronsay. The radiocarbon dates from Storakaig demonstrated that to be the case: a mobile Mesolithic lifestyle of hunting deer and wild boar on Islay combined with fishing, coastal foraging and seal hunting on Oronsay.


Returning to our Mesolithic journey, a short climb beyond the excavation trenches takes us onto the top of the hill. Although we are below heavy cloud and facing a strong wind, the views are terrific: southwest along the Laggan Valley and northwards across the basin that contains a steely grey pool amidst the moor – Loch Bharradail. My guess is that this hilltop view is precisely why Mesolithic people made their camp at Storakaig: it was a place to watch for game in the valleys below that wound between the once wooded hillsides. As they did so, the hunters prepared their arrows and spears, and after the hunt enjoyed their rewards, not just meat and fat to eat, but hide, sinew and antler to work, and no doubt stories to tell.


Turning from admiring Loch Bharradail to head back downhill for our bicycles, we find that sheep have lined up in a row behind us, not as unaware as we had thought. They quizzically stare at such curious visitors to their hillside, who poke around in muddy ditches on such a wet and windy winter’s day.


Gruinart Flats and a watery divide


To continue our Mesolithic journey, we now cycle towards Bridgend, located at the centre of the island. When passing through Neriby, the Rinns peninsula comes into view to offer a pale distant silhouette of its highest peak, Beinn Tart a’Mhill, our final Mesolithic destination. A little further and the Bridgend Hotel provides rest and refreshments before we continue along the road towards Bruichladdich, following the edge of Loch Indaal and pausing briefly to watching the wintering flocks of geese on the saltmarsh.
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Beinn Tart a’Mhill, as seen looking west from Neriby


At Uiskentuie Farm, we turn right to head north along the road signed to Gruinart and ‘Nature Reserve’. Despite our battling a strong wind, this road provides a view across the extensive mire that fills the basin between the Rinns peninsula to the west and the land climbing to the east, initially to the houses at Black Park and Lyrabus just beside the road, and then beyond to Borichill Mòr.


The mire is a tapestry of fawns, browns and ochres from thick tussock-grass and reeds, embroidered with intense patches of dark green from gorse thickets and threaded with old fence lines, tracks and drains, suggesting a time when it received greater management than today. Irregular-shaped fields of a more vibrant green fringe the road; one contains a huge flock of barnacle geese that launches itself skywards, honking loudly as we pass. Further north, the drained mire becomes the Gruinart Flats, fields managed by the RSPB. Beyond, mire returns and then saltmarsh and lagoons before sandflats at the head of Loch Gruinart, an estuary of ever-changing light, colours and moods.


We pause in the layby just past Lyrabus Farm and enjoy the view across the mire. This is one of the most important environmental locations on Islay because its sediments provide a monitor for how the sea level around Islay has changed since the end of the ice age, not only reconfiguring the coastline, but at times dividing Islay into two. A hint of this is evident above ground in the form of a small cliff that demarcates the western edge of the mire and the start of the Rinns. The cliff indicates the maximum height of the past sea level – about 8 metres higher than today. It runs from just south of the RSPB centre at Aoradh to Loch Indaal, curving into the middle of the mire to form a promontory. While the cliff is evocative of the changing seascape, the key evidence for environmental change comes from below, from underneath the peat.


In 1993, I helped Professor Alastair Dawson, now of Aberdeen University, sink augurs through the marsh to extract 19 cores of the buried sediments reaching to a depth of 7 metres, each core taken at a regular interval on a straight line from the southern edge of Gruinart Flats to the middle of the basin.30 At the base of the sedimentary sequence there were a few centimetres of brown angular stones and compact gravel. Above this were pinky-grey bands of silts and clay, and then a layer of yellowish silty-sand before a 20-cm-thick black band of peat that had come from about 5 metres deep; above that there was a further 3.5 metres of silt and clay, before the peat that provides the present-day ground surface.
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Mesolithic journey: from Uiskentuie to Kilellan via Gruinart Flats


This remarkable sequence shows how the sea level around Islay had changed since the end of the ice age. The silts and clays above the gravel represent a time from at least 15,500 years ago when the sea had flowed from Gruinart to Loch Indaal, making the Rinns an entirely separate island. The melting of the glaciers had poured billions of litres of water into the oceans, causing the sea level to rise. Relieved of the weight of the ice, the land rebounded upwards, and by 11,500 years ago had outpaced the rising sea level. The sea drained away from the basin; sandbanks were replaced by saltmarsh which then became freshwater mire, represented by the layer of peat about 5 metres below the present-day surface.


The layer of silt and clay above that peat shows how the sea invaded again, flowing once more from Gruinart to Loch Indaal. It cut the cliff face that we can see today and returned the Rinns to an offshore island. The cause of this sea-level rise was the final catastrophic collapse of the great North American ice sheets around 8,500 years ago, elevating sea levels throughout the world. Although the sea-level rise was quick to occur – several metres within a single generation – it was slow to fall again, relying on the ongoing but unhurried rebound of the land over thousands of years.


The eventual return to marshy conditions within the basin was marked by a return to peat, from a depth of 1.5 metres to the present-day surface. Both Alastair and I had been surprised that the base of that peat dated to a mere 2,000 years ago: the Rinns had remained as an offshore island from Islay for more than 6,000 years. That was not only throughout the Mesolithic period, but also into the later prehistory of Islay after farming settlements had become established. For much of that time, the Gruinart–Indaal channel would have been an inter-tidal strait, with sandbanks at low tide separated by fast-flowing channels of water, indicated by the clusters of marine shells found within the silty-clay. A good comparison is the strand that separates Oronsay and Colonsay today, walkable at low tide – if one knows the route – but potentially treacherous with the incoming tide.


As we cycle on towards Gruinart Flats, having to battle the wind and heavy showers, we occasionally pause and talk about how the margins of the channel would have provided outstanding coastal foraging opportunities for Mesolithic hunter-gatherers. They would have built fish traps, gathered shellfish and hunted seals on the sandbanks. Middens similar to those found on Oronsay would have accumulated on the margins of the tidal strait, either washed away by the next high tide or perhaps preserved within gently laid silts and now buried deep below the peat. I suspect the remnants of Mesolithic campsites remain on the top of the small cliff that can still be seen from Lyrabus Farm, most likely on the promontory that had provided the best view of the ebb and flow of the tide. One day I will go and look, perhaps digging some test-pits. Our current task, however, is to reach the RSPB centre at Aoradh where the remnants of another Mesolithic settlement is already known. As we cycle, the already dull light of our January afternoon is beginning to fade.


The route takes us past the windswept Coullabus plantation and then requires a sharp left to cross the Gruinart Flats towards the RSPB centre at Aoradh. The geese are out in numbers, massive flocks of black and white barnacle geese strutting in one direction, smaller flocks of the whitefronts strutting in the other, and between them swirling curlews and lapwings, which are easier to hear than to see. At Aoradh Farm, we pause at the juncture with the road to Ardnave on our right and the short steep climb to the RSPB centre on our left. Between these, there is a five-bar gate leading into a green field of pasture. Having checked the field is empty of cattle we climb the gate and walk a hundred yards or so to sit against a large clearance cairn, sheltering from the wind. That provides an inspiring view across the Gruinart Flats and its vast array of birds, appearing ethereal in the afternoon gloom. Mesolithic people must also have appreciated this view seven or eight thousand years ago, because we are now sitting at the Mesolithic site of Aordah.


Bird watching at Aoradh


I found the Aoradah Mesolithic site in April 1995, working with my team from the University of Reading.31 The RSPB farm had given us permission to walk across the turned soil of a field recently ploughed in preparation for sowing barley. We did so with our heads bowed looking for stone artefacts. Our target was flint, absent from the soil unless left there by people. The search was made slowly and carefully, recording any flint pebbles and flakes, hoping to find a concentration to indicate a Mesolithic campsite.


We had already undertaken such surveys across several ploughed fields on Islay, the farmers always supportive and interested in what we found. The alternative to field walking was to dig test-pits through pasture or peat where we thought a Mesolithic site might be located, optimistically hoping to find tiny flint flakes, ideally microliths – searching for flint needles within peaty Islay haystacks. We also inspected erosion scars across the island, where ditches, rivers or quarries had cut through surface deposits to expose underlying sediments.


At Aoradh, a concentration of flint artefacts – unworked pebbles, tools including microliths and scrapers, and the debris from their manufacture – was located within a corner of the field. We followed up by digging test-pits and trial trenches to map the distribution more accurately, collect soil samples for sieving to extract the tiniest pieces and search for features such as pits and fireplaces. That was all undertaken in the rain, the summer of 1995 being particularly wet, with Aoradh failing to live up to the meaning of its name: ‘a place of sun worship’.
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Looking east across the head of Loch Gruinart, on a January afternoon


The soil profile was shallow, with marine sands and gravels that had washed out from the retreating ice-age glaciers less than 30 centimetres below the surface and scored by marks of the plough. Although we recovered more than 8,000 artefacts and excavated the remnants of three shallow pits, the recent farming activity had effectively destroyed the site, moving all the artefacts out of their original positions. Bone and plant remains were entirely absent; there was no charcoal to date. Little more can be said than that Mesolithic people had once sat at this location while making their flint tools.


But what a place to sit! I think it no coincidence that this Mesolithic site is so close to the RSPB centre at Gruinart, ideal for gaining a close look not only at the flocks of overwintering geese, but also at so many other waterfowl and the deer that enjoy the marshy edges of the estuary today and the tidal strait of Mesolithic times. Mesolithic people were also avid birdwatchers. For them, birds provided a source of food, fat, sinews and feathers, as evident from the huge number of bird bones excavated from the Oronsay middens, coming from many different species.32 Birds were also signs of the changing seasons and what was occurring far away. For many recent hunter-gatherers, water birds were the messengers of the gods, able to walk on land, swim and fly into the air, sometimes disappearing for many months to another world.


Sitting quietly; looking, listening and learning from nature. These skills were as important as any active pursuit during the Mesolithic period, making Aoradh a critical piece of the Mesolithic jigsaw. The migratory patterns of the geese are likely to have begun soon after the ice age ended so we should imagine the Mesolithic people being just as entranced at the autumn arrival of swirling flocks as we are today. Even more so, because of the meat, fat and sinew the geese provided – especially once they had rested, fed and were ready to depart in the spring. We should imagine the hunters not just watching the birds but also making nets and snares for trapping them. I hope that Aoradh brought them success and lived up to its name for them.


Deadly cold at Kilellan


Despite the diminishing light of our January afternoon, we have one more Mesolithic site to visit before day’s end. From Aoradh, we cycle due north along the straight road that follows the western side of Loch Gruinart until we reach Kilellan Farm, close to Ardnave Loch before the sand dunes begin. A track then takes us onto a grassy, undulating terrace, a few metres above the estuary shore, where we will stay the night, pitching our tents in the shelter of a dry-stone wall. This is another location where our Mesolithic forebears are known to have sat: the various undulations on the terrace above the beach are not only grass-covered dunes but also the remnants of archaeological trenches dug 40 years ago. I guess our Mesolithic forebears had also looked across the estuary to what we now call Gortantaoid Point, admiring the sandbanks with their scattered oystercatchers and curlew. I am sure they also felt both chilled and elated as the moon rose on a winter’s night.
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The mouth of Loch Gruinart from Kilellan


In 1954 a local farmer, Sandy Maclellan – who I assume lived at Kilellan Farm – had spotted a stone wall eroding from below the sand dunes. James Whittaker, an amateur archaeologist, explored the site, collecting fragments of pottery and finding a stone-lined hearth. The Islay Archaeology Survey Group, led by Susannah Pearce and Francis Celoria, made further collections, supported in 1961 by Colin Burgess, a young academic from Newcastle University.


Colin was a specialist in the Bronze Age and recognised the dry-stone walls, pottery and fireplace as indicative of a settlement. He undertook excavations in 1973 and 1976. While exposing the remains of Bronze and Iron Age settlements – which we will explore later in our journey – Colin also discovered a Mesolithic campsite.33


A scatter of flint tools, the debris from their manufacture, fragments of charcoal and tiny pieces of bone in a layer of sand below the Bronze Age remains provided the remnants of a short-term Mesolithic campsite. The bones were too small for identification, but the charcoal indicated scrubby woodland with alder, willow, hazel, birch, oak and rowan. The absence of charred hazelnut shells suggests a spring or wintertime camp.


The Kilellan Mesolithic site is likely to have been one of many such campsites along the shores of Loch Gruinart, just as people today make many picnic spots within the dunes. Its specific attraction may have been a nearby freshwater spring, now with the intriguing Gaelic name of Tobar Neill Neònaich – the well of Neill the Curious. Unfortunately it is impossible to tell whether the undulations on the terrace at Killellan have arisen from windblown erosion of the dunes, from nineteenth-century farming or from excavation trenches and their spoil. Nature has entirely reclaimed the land.


By spending a long winter’s night in our small tents at Kilellan we can more easily imagine the Mesolithic experience, or at least the perils they faced. Despite our sleeping bags and insulating mats, the thin turf and hard sand inexorably draws the warmth from our bodies; rain falls in periodic bursts and then in a persistent downpour; huge gusts of wind threaten to sweep our tents away. The Mesolithic people at Kilellan would have experienced the same, but their knowledge and skilled use of animal skins, brushwood, bark and feathers for clothing, bedding and shelters would have put our modern camping attire to shame.


They would surely have made substantial huts to shelter in from the wind and rain, the equivalent to our present-day tents. The only trace of these that I have found on Islay is an arc of post-holes around the fireplace at Rubha Port an t-Seilich. At the site of Criet Dubh on the Isle of Mull, however, I excavated the remains of a substantial hut in 2012. It had a central fireplace represented by a mass of burnt stone and charcoal within a shallow pit, with large flat slabs around its edge likely used for roasting meat, and stake-holes that may have held racks for smoking fish. A circle of post-holes and stake-holes represented the hut itself. These had once held a wooden frame, most likely bent into a dome and covered with skins. The hut had evidently been rebuilt on several occasions, the site being repeatedly revisited between 10,300 and 8,600 years ago.34


For Mesolithic clothing we have no archaeological evidence from Scotland because it has all rotted away. I strongly suspect their garments would have been as sophisticated as those found on frozen Inuit mummies discovered in 1972 at Qilakitsoq, in northwest Greenland.35 Six women and two children, believed to have drowned when their boat capsized, were found within a single grave. Although dating to a mere 500 years ago and living in a far colder landscape than that of Mesolithic Islay, they were effectively prehistoric hunter-gatherers reliant on land and sea mammals, fish and birds, much like those who had once camped at Kilellan. The freezing conditions had preserved the Inuit clothing. This had been made from a combination of seal skins, caribou skins and bird skins, all carefully cut and stitched together into inner and outer coats with hoods, inner and outer trousers and footwear. Bird skins with their feathers still in place and facing inwards to the body had been layered below seal skin also with the hair facing inwards. The coats and trousers had been cut to provide ample room for movement and the sewing had been done using bird-bone needles and sinews with overcast and running stitches. Five of the women had facial tattoos. The Mesolithic Ilich are likely to have made much greater use of vegetable fibres in their clothing – twisting, plaiting and knotting these in combination with skins from animals and birds.


While shivering and unable to sleep at Kilellan, my thoughts turn to death. Not my own, but death in the Mesolithic period and, more particularly, what had happened to the bodies. There are no known Mesolithic burials on Islay, neither inhumations nor cremations, and very limited evidence from Britain as a whole – unlike in Scandinavia where Mesolithic cemeteries are known. The nearest find of Mesolithic bones to Islay comes from the Oronsay middens, and these are mainly of finger and toe bones.36 Why? One possibility is that the bodies of the dead were placed on racks over the Mesolithic rubbish dumps for gulls, ravens and other birds to peck out the eyes and feed on their flesh – Mesolithic sky burials. Once the bones had been cleaned, they might have been gathered and taken away, the majority remaining attached together by sinews and skin. The finger and toe bones, however, would have fallen away to remain on, and soon within, the rubbish dump. The bundle of bones might have then been laid upon the shore for the next tide to wash away, while the finger and toe bones remained within the refuse for thousands of years until archaeologists discovered and excavated the Oronsay middens.


Around Loch Gorm to find where Mesolithic children had played


We leave Kilellan with the dawn and before sunrise, needing exercise to regain some warmth. The rain has passed over. When approaching Aoradh Farm, the island is waking with pinpricks of electric light from houses across the loch and distant vehicles. More pertinent for imagining the Mesolithic are squawking rooks in the trees close to Aoradh and the geese flying across an apricot sky.


At Aoradh Farm we turn right, heading west towards Loch Gorm. The road climbs gently as daylight arrives. When viewed from the summit, the shape of the landscape provides testimony to Islay’s ice-age past. Looking southwards, towards Loch Indaal, there is a scatter of mounds and then a ridge running for a mile or more towards the loch – the Sunderland esker. The mounds are glacial moraine: piles of rock, pebbles and gravels once bulldozed along by advancing ice-age glaciers and then abandoned, when the great melt caused the glaciers to retreat. The ridge consists of sand and gravel, on show where the ridge is cut by the road from Sanaigmore to Sunderland Farm. The ridge had once been part of a tunnel within a glacier, carrying a river that spilled into the icy sea beyond. Gradually the tunnel became choked with sand and gravel so that when the glacier retreated it became an upstanding ridge, now covered with heather, tussock-grass and gorse – know by geologists as the Sunderland esker.37
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Mesolithic journey: from Aoradh and around Loch Gorm to Machir Bay


Immediately ahead is Loch Gorm. Beyond, we see the northwest coast of Islay – a magnificent sweep of land from high cliffs above Kilchoman and the dunes of Machir Bay in the south, to Saligo Bay and the jagged promontories between Smaull and Sanaigmore in the north, known locally as the ‘dogs’ teeth’. Between these is the low summit of Cnoc Mòr, which would have once been an island detached from the Rinns by the rising sea that flooded into Loch Gorm after the ice age had come to its end, just as the Rinns were themselves detached from the rest of Islay by the Gruinart–Indaal channel. Our route is towards that distant and former island, cycling anticlockwise around the loch to Coulererach.


We pause on the road close to a small white house that sits snugly on rising land on the western side of the loch and below the prominent hill of Cnoc Mòr. I point across the roadside fence to an area of rough pasture and the remnants of a ditch overgrown with reeds, explaining that the debris from another piece of the Mesolithic jigsaw is found just there, but buried below 2 metres of peat. This Mesolithic site was discovered in 1988 when flint flakes were found in the bottom of the ditch. Drawing on the evidence from my 1993 excavation and a good dose of poetic licence, we can imagine the scene of 8,300 years ago when the site was occupied.38 The house, pasture and road are replaced by a windswept pebble-strewn beach. Today’s rounded green summit of Cnoc Mòr becomes a rocky knoll with scrubby birch growing from within its crags, surrounded by swirling channels of brackish water. The sea level has risen, and we are standing on a band of saltmarsh that divides the beach and Loch Gorm. At high tide, the sea will flood into the basin, turning Cnoc Mòr into an offshore island.


The date is 6300 BC. There are people on the beach, five or six adults and a few children, wearing thick coats probably made from seal skins lined with feathers. They need them: a fierce wind is blowing off the sea and they have no shelter. Some are searching the beach, occasionally bending to pick up a large flint pebble for their baskets. These mottled chalky-white, brown and black pebbles are scattered among the grey quartzite pebbles. The children are helping, excitedly showing the pebbles they have found to the grown-ups and asking if they are flint and worth collecting. When the baskets contain around a dozen pebbles, they are taken to where others sit on the beach and emptied onto a pile.


Those sitting are breaking the flint pebbles open. Some do this by placing a pebble on a stone anvil to strike it firmly with a hammer stone so the pebble splits into two. Others turn a pebble in their hands until they find the right angle and strike without need of an anvil to detach an especially large flake. Each piece of broken flint pebble is inspected. Some are tossed away – those that have a coarse grain or flaws such as veins of crystal, fossils or fractures caused by collisions with other pebbles when rolled by the sea. Those selected have a few more flakes detached from their outsides to form a rough core and are then placed inside a skin bag.


Children also help with this task – in a fashion. They are having fun, taking pebbles from the pile and attempting to split them apart or remove a flake, often having neither the strength nor an understanding of the required angle of strike. Sometimes they are lucky, especially those who watch the grown ups at work and are trying to copy their technique. No one minds about the wasted pebbles; there are plenty to go around.


While this work and play is underway, an elderly looking woman with a tattooed face is repairing a fishing spear, sitting next to some glowing embers sheltered from the wind. A young boy is with her, her grandson we assume. A stone slab with a slight hollow is on the embers, containing a sticky black substance that the boy occasionally stirs with a little stick. The old woman has worked a pebble into a cylindrical core of flawless, fine-grained jet-black flint. Its platform has been prepared by delicate flaking to leave a small protrusion. Holding the core between her knees, she places the point of an antler-tine punch onto the protrusion and strikes with a hammer stone. A long thin blade of flint falls away which she passes to a child, who places it on the ground. She repeats the sequence – a little more core preparation, positioning the punch, a single blow and another blade has been removed. Within a few minutes, the child has made a line of ten flint blades.


Now she takes her fishing spear, with its broken flint point and barbs. These are gouged out from their slots and drop to the ground. She selects a blade, places it on a skin-pad upon her knee and crushes its edge by pressing with an antler point. This shapes it to fit the empty slot within her fishing spear. Once all the new barbs and the point have been shaped and inserted, she binds them into place with a fine sinew, using her teeth to pull it tight. She lets her grandson scoop up the sticky, hot birch-bark resin from the bowl and smother the binding.


When two bags have been filled with partially worked flint cores, the party gathers around the remnants of the fire. They share something from a pouch to chew, admire the repaired fishing spear and chat for a little while. Then they depart, returning to their camping site in a more clement location on the island. The debris from their work is left behind: a scatter of broken pebbles and detached flakes, some with signs of unskilled-work, along with the broken point and barbs from the fishing spear and the unused blades that reflect expertise at working flint.


As they walk away, time returns to the present: the sea retreats; the salt-marsh turns into a thicket of willow, alder and hazel that fringes the edge of the now freshwater Loch Gorm and covers the sides of Cnoc Mòr. Then the trees begin to disappear and peat begins to grow. Ditches are cut and peat is drained to become pasture as we find ourselves standing on a gravel track around the loch. A small house is constructed, a tarmacked road replaces the track and we are looking at the site of my 1993 excavation at Coulererach. As we have imagined, this site is interpreted as a location where the initial stages of flint knapping took place, to avoid carrying the weight of whole pebbles around the island. Broken pebbles discarded because of internal flaws and large outside flakes from pebbles being turned into cores were abundant within the excavated material, far more frequent than at other Mesolithic sites on Islay. The excavation also found broken microliths and finely made blades that reflected high levels of skill, and pebbles that had been bashed together in futile attempts to remove flakes and blades.


While the clothing, tattoo and repair of a fishing spear are just guesswork, the manner in which the children were learning by simply watching and using their own trial and error is well documented among historical hunter-gatherers – formal teaching is extremely rare.39 Similarly, the critical role of grandparents in looking after young children as their parents undertake the more physically demanding work is a common feature among hunter-gatherers.40


Hunting camps in the Rinns


Leaving Coulererach we continue our Mesolithic journey. Directly ahead we can see Kilchoman distillery on our left and the ruined church of Kilchoman on the headland to our right, with the fields of Rockside Farm between. Scatters of Mesolithic artefacts have been found in those fields and on the headland, suggesting this was an especially favoured region for hunting and gathering.41 We head to Machir Bay with its vast sandy beach, and then swiftly cycle across the compacted sand, although becoming momentarily trapped in soft silt when veering too close to the sea. At the far end of Machir Bay, we push our bikes up the path that climbs below rocky crags and around the headland, too steep and rough to cycle. One of those crags has the name of Creag Belach na Cailliche, Rock of the Pass of the Old Women.42 Viewed from a certain point this presents a striking likeness to the face of an old woman, especially when silhouetted against the sky. She is said to be wearing glasses and looking intently towards the sea, which is close to her. This has led to an Islay saying: Cailleach an Cille-chiaran ’s cha ’n flac i riamh an fhairge – ‘There’s an old woman at Kilchiaran who never saw the sea’. Having made her acquaintance, we descend on a better track to Kilchiaran Farm wondering whether the Mesolithic Ilich had been the first to recognise that woman in stone. The track takes us to the road that circuits the Rinns peninsula, on which we head southeast towards Port Charlotte.
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The Old Woman of Kilchiaran


We stop at an old quarry by the roadside, a gouge out of the moor now filled with brambles and birch. The quarry had cut through a Mesolithic campsite, one that I call Gleann Mòr, chosen as the closest place-name I could find. By stepping into the quarry and struggling through its thicket we can inspect its eroding edge. This exposes a classic podzol sediment sequence: first and immediately below the heather, a layer of peat; then a layer of grey silty soil representing the old land surface, followed by a black iron pan formed by leached minerals from the ancient soil above; finally, at the base of the sequence is glacial till represented by orange clay. By peering closely, we find tiny flint flakes within the silty soil immediately below the peat, flakes as sharp as the day they had been made around 8,000 years ago.


Frank Newall, a regular visitor to Islay during the 1950s and 1960s and a keen amateur archaeologist who made a huge contribution to our knowledge of the island, discovered this Mesolithic site. More than 30 years later, in 1987, I followed up his discovery by undertaking an excavation.43 With a small team of volunteer students, I cut test-pits across the moor and discovered a concentration of artefacts that had been cut by the quarry edge. A trench followed, excavated in atrocious weather as horizontal rain and sleet whipped across the moor. We collected more than 25,000 pieces of flint, ensuring we had the smallest pieces by washing the sediment through sieves and picking not just flint but also charcoal from the residue.
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Mesolithic journey: from Kilchiaran to the Neolithic Giant’s Grave on Beinn Tart a’Mhill


While the obvious interpretation was a hunting camp, when the microliths were analysed we found that many had been used as awls and drill bits rather than arrowheads.44 We deduced this by finding microscopic traces of abrasion in a circular direction around the tip, rather than striation marks and impact fractures that arise when microliths hit something hard – like animal bones – when fired from a bow. One task the awls might have been used for was to pierce hides, to then stitch them into clothing. We also found a concentration of notably large chunks and flakes of flint at Gleann Mòr that I suspect had been used for working wood. Flint, however, seemed to be in short supply – the complete opposite to Coulererach with its huge broken pebbles. Some of the Gleann Mòr cores had been worked down very small and within the waste were some tiny flint pebbles. Those pebbles must have been last in the bag of flint that had been carried from site to site. It had been emptied out at Gleann Mòr to see what was left, with these pebbles being discarded as too small for use.


Having inspected the eroding edge of Gleann Mòr quarry and seen traces of an especially small settlement, we move on to the next jigsaw piece on our itinerary: the largest known Mesolithic site on Islay, repeatedly returned to by hunter-gatherers over many generations. This is located in the pasture at Bolsay that sits at the base of the prominent hill known as Beinn Tart a’Mhill, which we had previously seen silhouetted from Neriby. To reach Bolsay, we leave the old sand quarry and continue along the road towards Port Charlotte and then take the rough track on our right that heads southwest towards Beinn Tart a’Mhill.


Frank Newall had also found Mesolithic flints within the plough soil at Bolsay during the 1960s, and I followed up his discovery with a test-pit survey and then excavations between 1988 and 1992 – the fields then being under permanent pasture. A small-scale excavation in 1990 was promising.45 We found a series of pits and post-holes that suggested a settlement with dwellings. A Mesolithic site with a large hut had been excavated in the 1970s at Mount Sandel in Northern Ireland, and I thought I had found the same at Bolsay.46 With that prospect, a large area was excavated in 1992, requiring wet-sieving of sediments on an almost industrial scale.47 Disappointment followed, with just a few more pits and post-holes that were insufficient in number to represent either a hut or a structure of any shape or size. Instead, there was simply a huge mass of stone tools and debris – we excavated more than a quarter of a million pieces of flint. I suspect that another two million at least remain within the pasture at Bolsay.


The eventual interpretation of the site was a palimpsest of debris from a great many small hunting camps; Mesolithic hunters had evidently returned to Bolsay year after year, generation after generation from at least 8,000 years ago. The site had many attractions. The relatively open country of the Rinns would have been attractive as hunting grounds, with the crags and steep slopes of Beinn Tart a’Mhill being ideal for stalking and ambushing deer. The sediments suggested a spring, with much of the hunting camp debris discarded into boggy ground caused by seepage of its water. A lake with marshy edges was nearby, providing opportunities for fishing, fowling and collecting many waterside plants for food and other uses. We know that lake today as Loch a’Bhogaidh, from where the most detailed pollen record for Islay has been secured.48


We excavated thousands of broken microliths, many with tell-tale impact fractures from their use in arrows and spears, either discarded when weapons were being repaired or left within the carcasses, all traces of which had rotted away. Some of the microliths were stained with black, most likely from the resin used for hafting or perhaps having been tipped with poison.


Along with the flint debris and a range of hammerstones, anvils and pebble tools, we found abundant charcoal from wood that must have fuelled many campfires. This had principally come from hazel, with some use of mountain ash, oak, elm and alder. Charred hazelnut shells were plentiful, suggesting harvesting rather than mere collection from the woodland. That was confirmed by changes in the pollen and sediment record from Loch a’Bhogaidh suggesting either deliberate clearance of hazel scrubland or unintended disturbance arising from intensive harvesting of hazelnuts and wood. This was precisely what we found at the archaeological site, not from a single clearance event, but from the persistent exploitation of the woodland, year after year, that eventually changed its composition.


The Bolsay site continued to be used by Neolithic and Bronze Age people after the end of the Mesolithic and up until a mere 4,000 years ago (c. 2000 BC), although at a far smaller scale by the Mesolithic hunter-gatherers. Why had this location been so attractive for such a long period of time? While the freshwater spring, nearby loch and hunting opportunities had no doubt been appealing, these are insufficient to explain such a persistent use of this precise location. The Neolithic evidence included the fragment of a polished stone axe. It had fractured during use and was found within boggy ground. While casual discard is possible, Neolithic and Bronze Age people often made votive offerings of such implements into watery places that they considered sacred.


If the site of Bolsay had spiritual significance in the Neolithic period, perhaps this was also the case for the Mesolithic. It was, after all, immediately below the looming summit of Beinn Tart a’Mhill. This is a prominent landmark on the island and would surely have been named in the Mesolithic and used in stories. My guess is that Beinn Tart a’Mhill attracted Mesolithic hunter-gatherers in the same manner that historical documents tell us that some Native American Indians were repeatedly drawn to the same hunting grounds for spiritual rather than just economic returns. The Blackfoot Indians, for instance, kept returning to the prominent Sweetgrass Hills, now in Montana, because those hills were integral to Blackfoot cosmology. Their camping sites were used not only for hunting buffalo but also for spiritual activities and religious ceremonies relating to the role of the Sweetgrass Hills in their mythology.49 I suspect the same applies to Islay: Beinn Tart a’Mhill had been integral to Mesolithic cosmology and storytelling, and Bolsay’s spiritual significance carried over into the Neolithic and later periods.


On Beinn Tart a’Mhill


When we arrive at Bolsay on our January afternoon, the pasture looks just as green and as extensive as I recall it from almost three decades ago when I undertook the excavation. We leave our bicycles at the farmhouse where its owner Stephen Wrightson provides a welcome cup of tea and tells us about the winter storms. We then walk to the site of the former excavation, flushing a hare on our way from behind a clump of reeds. There is nothing to see other than the grass. The ‘nothing’ is, however, telling because elsewhere rushes are invading the pasture whereas a rectangle of entirely rush-free grass precisely matches the position and size of my former excavation trench.


To end our Mesolithic journey, we need to climb Beinn Tart a’Mhill. Crossing a dilapidated fence, we pass from the rush-strewn pasture onto moorland of heather, tussock-grass and bog. Old ditches, drains and field walls testify to past management but now provide no more than heather-hidden obstacles to cross. The light is beginning to fade, and our legs are tired. The sight of three red deer stags climbing the hill ahead of us provides a little renewed energy and a reminder that Beinn Tart a’Mhill translates as Stag Hill, perhaps originally named in the days of the Mesolithic hunters. The deer are surprised, momentarily freezing to stare at us before moving on with effortless leaps across a distant fence. The narrow deer path through the heather makes the walking easier, taking us past a ruined building and then onwards to the summit of the hill.
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On the summit of Beinn Tart a’Mhill, looking northwest to Gerearch Forest


From Beinn Tart a’Mhill’s high vantage point, the mire of Loch a’Bhogaidh fills the basin to the east. Beyond there is a conifer planation, but the more distant Paps of Jura are hidden by cloud. The south is clearer, a view across Loch Indaal and Laggan Point to the Oa peninsula. Resting at the trig point provides a good opportunity to reflect on where we have been on our two-day Mesolithic journey: the landing and fireplace at Rubha Port an t-Seilich, around which stories would have been told; the hunting camp on the hill at Storakaig from where red deer and wild boar had been butchered; the site at Aoradh, where watching the geese may have been as compelling as it is today; the coastal foraging campsite at Kilellan and the pebble-working site at Coulererach where children had learnt to make stone tools; the multi-purpose campsite at Gleann Mòr where microliths had been used as drill bits; and finally the hunting camp at Bolsay to which people had repeatedly returned to leave such a huge mass of debris, perhaps reflecting a spiritual significance given to our current standing place of Beinn Tart a’Mhill. These sites were all part of the Islay Mesolithic jigsaw. Each provides a tiny glimpse into the hunter-gatherer life, together with those pieces from adjacent islands: hunting camps that have been excavated on Jura;50 the shell middens on Oronsay with their sky burials; the fishing camp at Fiskary on the Isle of Coll; and the settlement of Staosnaig on Colonsay where woodland was harvested for hazelnuts and crab apples.


Frank Newall began to find the Mesolithic jigsaw pieces on Islay more than 50 years ago at Gleann Mòr and Bolsay. Much of my time on Islay and on other islands has been spent continuing that work, having now found enough pieces to see at least a fragmented picture of Mesolithic life. Much is still missing, many pieces remaining lost below the Islay peat and sand. With that thought, we head off as the remaining daylight drains away. We walk down-slope, not to Bolsay but to the conifer plantation known as Ballimony Forest, which covers the lower western slopes of Beinn Tart a’Mhill. On reaching a track leading into the man-made forest, being cautious, we pause – which is the track we need? There is a maze of them inside Ballimony, and more than once I have been entirely lost. I dislike this forest of conifers: dark, dense, waterlogged, lacking an understorey; it is unnatural, a malignant growth on Beinn Tart a’Mhill’s side. We choose a track that takes us into a small, boggy clearing within the heart of Ballimony. It is now almost dark, but in its centre the murky outline of massive slabs of light grey stone emerges from the darkness, jutting out at awkward angles from below the peat. This is the so-called ‘Giant’s Grave’, in reality a Neolithic burial tomb. We will stay the night within this clearing, the surrounding trees sheltering us from the wind. Our Mesolithic journey is over. In the morning, that of the Neolithic will begin.
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The stone slabs of the ‘Giant’s Grave’ Neolithic burial tomb, partly buried by the peat within a clearing in Ballimony Forest
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Neolithic journey: from the Giant’s Grave to the south of Islay, and back to Ballinaby in the north
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FARMERS ARRIVE


On the trail of the Neolithic and the houses of their dead, 3800–2500 BC




It would be a huge mistake to imagine that the inhabitants of Islay and the Hebrides in these early days were savage barbarians or were even ignorant and unlearned.


L. MacNeil Weir, Guide to Islay, 1924





At the same time as the Ahrensburgian hunter-gatherers were arriving on Islay around 12,000 years ago, 13,000 kilometres away in southwest Asia hunter-gatherers were inventing a brand-new way of life that would ultimately sweep away the Mesolithic on Islay: the Neolithic, a lifestyle of farming and living in permanent settlements. These hunter-gatherers lived in what we know today as southern Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Israel and Jordan – the Fertile Crescent. They were cultivating wild grasses by weeding, transplanting, removing pests and collecting their seeds for sowing. This caused the plant species to undergo genetic change, eventually providing the final hunter-gatherers and first farmers with fields of wheat and barley to harvest. The hunter-gatherers were also managing herds of wild goats, sheep and cattle by culling selected individuals rather than making indiscriminate kills. Their interventions caused those species to evolve, becoming smaller, docile and ultimately domesticated stock. No longer were these hunter-gatherers always on the move: they made permanent villages, which quickly became small towns. New technologies were invented – most notably pottery, bricks, lime-plaster and querns.


It took more than three thousand years for the Neolithic way of life to spread from the Fertile Crescent across Europe to western Scotland and to Islay.1 Along the way, the Neolithic itself evolved. While the critical ingredients of cereals, sheep, cattle and pottery remained, there were new interests in building monuments, new types of tools, new symbols that imply new beliefs. Although it has long been recognised that Neolithic people were neither savages nor barbarians, the extent of their knowledge, skills and cultural achievements are continuing to be revealed by new discoveries, including those on Islay.


How did the Neolithic get to Islay?


Academic debates about the arrival of the Neolithic in western Scotland are the same as those concerning its spread across the whole of Europe. Did the Neolithic arise in Greece, France, Britain, and eventually on Islay, by the arrival of new people with a new way of life who replaced the indigenous Mesolithic communities? Or had the Mesolithic people transformed their own lifestyle by acquiring seed and domesticated stock from their Mesolithic neighbours who had acquired the same from their own neighbours and so on, all the way back to the Fertile Crescent? Ever since the Neolithic was defined in the early twentieth century, archaeologists have discussed and debated the evidence, with opinion swinging one way and then the other, from the migration of people to the diffusion of ideas.


A decisive shift to the migration thesis has occurred during the last decade with the new techniques of extracting ancient DNA from the skeletal remains of the Neolithic people themselves. By examining detailed sequences of mutations in the ancient DNA, it is possible to identify the Neolithic farmers as incomers, descendants of indigenous Mesolithic stock, or a mixture of the two. We are now confident that the first farmers in Greece and the Balkans were migrants, arriving around 8,800 years ago (c. 6800 BC) from Anatolia (modernday Turkey).2 After a period of entirely separate existence, they interbred with the indigenous Mesolithic hunter-gatherers, whose lifestyle quickly disappeared. The Neolithic population dispersed across Europe. Although sometimes interbreeding with local populations, the Neolithic people always maintained a genetic trace of their Aegean, and, prior to that, Anatolian ancestry.


The story is the same for Britain. After more than a century of debate by archaeologists about whether indigenous Mesolithic hunter-gatherers adopted Neolithic culture and farming lifestyles or were replaced by Neolithic immigrants from the European continent, genetic evidence published in 2019 has made a conclusive case for the latter.3 Ancient DNA was extracted from the remains of six Mesolithic and 67 Neolithic individuals – the discrepancy in the sample sizes reflecting the state of preservation in these two periods. Although Islay lacked any skeletal remains for inclusion in this study, the samples included Mesolithic skeletal remains from Oronsay and Neolithic remains from caves near Oban.


All of the Mesolithic individuals were shown to have DNA similar to that of Mesolithic people from throughout Europe, confirming their descent from a population that had spread to the far northwest of Europe when the ice age came to its end. The Neolithic people in Britain were quite different, having genomes that reflected an Aegean and Anatolian ancestry – Greece and Turkey. Their DNA showed how their immediate forebears had dispersed through southern France and Spain, before spreading northwards and mixing with Neolithic populations in France who had spread from Greece via central Europe. While the Neolithic migrations across continental Europe had been unrelenting, there was a curious hiatus for a thousand years between their arrival in northern France and crossing into Britain. Once arrived, there was virtually no interbreeding between the incoming Neolithic and the indigenous Mesolithic people – quite unlike what had occurred within continental Europe. The only sign of Mesolithic–Neolithic interbreeding in Britain came from western Scotland where the Neolithic skeletal remains from close to Oban indicated some admixture with genes from the local Mesolithic population – a finding of considerable importance to the archaeology of Islay.


The genetic study also indicated that the earliest Neolithic immigration into Britain had occurred in the west rather than, as one might initially suppose, into southeast England.4 The key route was the Atlantic seaways that led around Cornwall, into the Irish Sea and to western Scotland. That is another finding of significance for Islay, which may have provided one of the first entrepôts for Neolithic immigrants into Britain.


The earliest trace of ‘something Neolithic’ in Britain and Ireland comes from County Kerry in southwest Ireland. The excavation of a late Mesolithic site at Ferriter’s Cove discovered cattle bones dating to around 4300 BC (c. 6,300 years ago), several hundred years earlier than they appear elsewhere in Britain.5 The human skeletal remains from Ferriter’s Cove have a similar date, but their chemical analysis indicates that the people had consumed a marine-based diet, typical of Mesolithic communities. The meat and fat from the cattle appear to have been a dietary supplement, perhaps providing luxury food at a time when Ireland lacked any big game to hunt.


A boat had brought either a live animal, or more likely a joint of beef, to Ferriter’s Cove from continental Europe. This probably came from northern France, requiring about ten days paddling for the journey.6 Whose boat is unknown: it might have belonged to either Neolithic colonists seeking new lands or Mesolithic seafarers from southwest Ireland who had made contact with Neolithic farmers in northern France and begun exchanging gifts, perhaps honey and pelts from their hunter-gatherer world in exchange for the exotic meat from domesticated cattle. Whichever scenario is correct, this reminds us about the significance of sea travel for all prehistoric communities, and the role of sea routes for the dispersal of new ideas and new people.


Ultimately, it was in sea-going vessels that the Neolithic arrived in Britain, the boats transporting migrants, wheat and barley seed, sheep and cattle, and bringing knowledge of new technologies and new beliefs about the world. If Ferriter’s Cove had been an early immigration of Neolithic people, their farming way of life did not gain hold. Evidence for farming and Neolithic culture does not arise in southwestern Ireland for at least another 300 years, with the appearance of extensive field systems and rectangular houses by 3700 BC.7 Prior to that, there may have been other forays by wishful migrants along the seaways of western Britain, potentially contacting and influencing the indigenous Mesolithic people. Sediment cores from Ballachrink on the Isle of Man contain possible cereal-type pollen dating to before 4000 BC.8 If so, this suggests that its Mesolithic people had acquired wheat or barley seed from Neolithic contacts and were experimenting with cultivation. The earliest Neolithic activity on the Isle of Man is a series of ditches at Billown dating to between 4040 and 3700 BC, which might relate to cultivation or be the remnants of a monument.9


In summary, the most likely scenario for western Britain – including Islay – is one of initial Mesolithic–Neolithic contact from at least 4300 BC, which involved exchange to provide the Mesolithic people with novel items such as domesticated cattle/beef and possibly seed corn. If the Mesolithic people had experimented with growing seed and keeping stock, it was with limited success and made no fundamental change to their hunter-gathering way of life. Neolithic immigration followed this phase of initial contact. It occurred at or very soon after 4000 BC, most likely from northern France, reaching Ireland and the Isle of Man soon after 4000 BC, and the Outer Hebrides and Orkney just a little later, by at least 3700 BC.10 By implication, Neolithic people arrived on Islay at sometime between the two, perhaps around 3800 BC.


New tools and symbols


Farming was just one aspect of the Neolithic. The immigrants also brought new types of tools and material symbols to Britain and to Islay.11 Pottery provided not only vessels for storage and cooking, but also a novel medium to express identity via their design and decoration. The earliest ceramic vessels in Scotland are plain, undecorated pots, notably simple round-bottomed bowls. Other plain vessels are carinated in form, meaning they have a round base and then inward sloping sides, with striking similarities to vessels known in northern France. After 3600 BC, vessels are decorated with blocks of vertical and horizontal lines impressed into their surface, known in western Scotland as Becherra Ware.
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The earliest Neolithic artefacts consist of plain, round-bottomed vessels, polished stone axes and leaf-shaped arrowheads made from flint. These items are on display in the Museum of Islay Life


Polished stone axes were another Neolithic introduction, some evidently functional for clearing woodland while others were so large and finely polished as to suggest prestige items carried to denote status and made for exchange. Many of those in Britain came from a small number of quarries. Of the twenty polished stone axes found in Kintyre, two are of greenstone from a quarry at Langdale in Cumbia while five are made from a volcanic stone known as porcellanite from Tievebulliagh and Rathlin Island in Antrim, Northern Ireland. A hoard of five axe roughouts made from Antrim flint and found close to Campbeltown indicates the importance of movement, and perhaps trade, between Scotland and Ireland.12


Another new stone tool is the leaf-shaped arrowhead made from flint. As its name plainly states, this looks like a leaf, of a birch or a small laurel. When hafted, the flint-tipped arrows would have been effective hunting weapons, not only for game but also for people – there are a few examples of skeletal remains in Britain (but not on Islay) with the tips of arrowheads still embedded. Archery might have been a prized skill among the Neolithic people.


Much larger items of Neolithic material culture are burial monuments, known in Scotland as chambered cairns.13 These are easier to find than cereal pollen, field walls and lost arrowheads. Such monuments provide a striking departure from the Mesolithic: the first deliberate and permanent alteration of the landscape, a dramatic statement of a new worldview. Later, further types of monuments were constructed, using timber, stone and earth, primarily as centres for ceremony and ritual for the living rather than as houses for the dead.14 Neolithic monument building reached its apogee around 3000 BC, in southern England with Stonehenge, in Orkney with the Stones of Stenness and in the Western Isles with Callanish. During the later Neolithic and into the Bronze Age, there was a proliferation of smaller but still impressive monuments, notably standing stones, stone rows and circles.


We know of seven Neolithic burial monuments on Islay, all chambered cairns that were most likely constructed in the centuries soon after 4000 BC. Islay also has a plethora of standing stones and stone rows, and one stone circle. These are of uncertain age – they may have been erected at any time between the start of the Neolithic and the end of the Bronze Age at 800 BC.


Seven is a good number of chambered cairns for Islay, and there might be more to find. There are eight known from Kintyre, just one for the Isle of Jura, one for Mull, none on the smaller islands of Oronsay, Colonsay, Tiree and Coll, and twenty distributed through mainland Argyll. That suggests some association with land suitable for pasture and crops, although there is only a single trace of Neolithic farming on Islay – at a location that we will shortly visit.


The Giant’s Grave on Beinn Tart a’Mhill


Our Mesolithic journey reached its end at the so-called ‘Giant’s Grave’ chambered cairn on the south-facing slope of Beinn Tart a’Mhill. This is not necessarily the earliest, largest or the most informative Neolithic chambered cairn on Islay, but it is the one that intrigues me the most because of its vicinity to the Bolsay Mesolithic site. ‘Giant’s Grave’ is a common folk name for chambered cairns because their exposed chambers can look like coffins for outsized people – there is another Giant’s Grave Neolithic chambered cairn on the Isle of Arran. Today, the dark conifers of Ballimony Forest surround the remnants of the cairn. It initially appears as a jumbled line of massive stone slabs, lichen-covered and jutting out at random angles from the rushes and peat. With a closer look and by brushing aside the vegetation, a trace of order can be seen.


Two approximately parallel lines of long thin slabs are pitched on their sides about a metre apart; these are referred to by archaeologists as orthostats. They form the sides of a narrow chamber, about 4 metres long running east to west. Stones at cross-ways between them and placed evenly apart divide the chamber into four compartments; these so-called ‘septal’ stones reach about half the height of the orthostats. Now filled with glossy-black peaty water, the compartments once contained the Neolithic dead. Even larger stone slabs pitch against and across the chamber at various angles – these were once the capping stones. At the eastern end, several pillar-like stones lie fallen, some at slight angles into the ground and disappearing below the peat – known as monoliths. Roundabout, other stones emerge from behind rushes and bracken, evidently once part of the construction.


That is what can be seen today. With the results of survey and excavation conducted at the Giant’s Grave by my colleague Darko Maričević – about which I will tell you later – and with knowledge of better preserved, excavated and even reconstructed chambered cairns elsewhere, we can readily imagine what the Giant’s Grave would have looked like when first constructed.


The hillside would have been scrubby woodland, probably cleared for some distance around the monument. When complete, a huge trapezoidal mound of rubble covered the chamber with its stone compartments. Over 30 metres in length and 2 metres in height, the mound’s west end had a concave forecourt 10 metres wide and made prominent by two horns of rubble. The mound tapered to the east and was edged with stones to make a kerb. The visual impact of the mound would have been immense, enhanced by the striking colour contrast of the grey stone against the land, sky and sea. Even more arresting would have been the massive vertical monoliths, 2 or even 3 metres high that edged the forecourt to form a semi-circular façade, joined by a low dry-stone wall. These monoliths would have shone colourfully in the sun, having been locally quarried, cleaved and dragged from the rocky crags of Beinn Tart a’Mhill, from gneiss of a greenish hue and a pink metagabbro. Two especially tall ‘portal’ stones stood on either side of the entrance to the chamber in the centre of the concave façade. That was the focal point, like the altar in a cathedral. The chamber would have been periodically opened for the insertion of the dead and then closed again, the forecourt providing the stage for associated ceremony and ritual.
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