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Keir Hill (National Grid Reference 
706 942) is a prominent knoll 

situated immediately north of 
the Mill Farm (now Millmuir).  An 
excavation was carried out by 
the Royal Commission on Ancient 
Monuments to investigate samples 
of a series of apparently natural 
mounds all bearing the name Keir.  
An excavation report is published 
in the proceedings of the Society of 
Antiquaries of Scotland, 1957-58, 
pp78 - 83.

Dwelling

Post-holes dug into the surface of 
the summit of the knoll revealed 
the former existence of a roughly 
circular hut enclosing an oval 4.07 
x 5.08 metres.  The post-holes held 
timber uprights 127-229mm in 
cross section.  The floor of the hut 
had been paved with flat slabs.  A 
rectangular hearth was constructed 
of stone.

In addition to the inner ring of 
post-holes there was an outer ring 
set 1.50 metres outside the first 
ring.  The area occupied by the hut 
was covered by a layer of burned 
material.  The lack of occupation 
debris suggests that the hut had 
not been occupied for long before 
it was destroyed by fire.

The archaeologists made cuttings 
across the crest-line of the knoll 
revealing a palisade trench buried 
under the remains of a later stone 
wall.  The pallisade trench was 40 
cm wide and varied in depth 
from 39 to 66 cm.

In appearance the palisade 
looked much like the forts familiar 
from old western films although 
considerably lower.  Its function 
was not to keep out armed men 
but rather to deter predators 
such as bears or wolves.  The site 
on Keir Hill belongs to a class of 
early Iron Age dwellings termed 
“homestead” or “defended 
homestead”  a similar structure 
at West Plean has been dated to 
AD80.

Artifacts

Hut circles of this kind often yield 
very little in terms of artifacts which makes precise dating problematic.  
The half dozen finds include a section of a jet armlet; a glass bead; a 
fragment of Roman pottery; eleven fragments of glass, blue-green in 
colour and of Roman manufacture; a perforated stone probably intended 
as a weight suspended by a cord and a number of badly corroded metal 
objects which could not be identified.  The piece of jet armlet is of little 
use for dating purposes.

Similar objects are known from Scotland from late Bronze Age times 
onwards throughout the early Iron Age.  The objects of Roman 
manufacture indicate a date within the latter half of the first century 
or the beginning of the second century AD.  Finds of Roman artifacts in 
Iron Age structures are not uncommon.  It is impossible to be sure if 
they represent  barter or loot.

All the people who lived in Scotland during the early Iron Age depended, 
essentially, on farming.  Communities had to be self-sufficient.  Farms 
produced meat, dairy products and cereals.  Local natural resources 
such as can be exploited by hunting, fishing and foraging formed a 
significant part of the diet.

Ordnance Maps

Study any 1:50,000 Ordnance Survey maps of Scotland outside the 
urbanised areas and the words “enclosure” or “hut-circle” or “field 
system” printed in Gothic type will almost certainly occur.  These 
represent the farm houses and fields of our ancestors dating from 
2,000 to 3,000 years ago.  Despite the very large numbers of these 
sites distributed from the far north to the border and beyond many 
questions remain concerning domestic antiquities built before the 

eighteenth century, not least the 
time-span of their occupation.

Hut Circles

In its simplest form a hut circle is 
an oval or circle ranging in internal 
size from 4 or 5 metres to more 
than 14 metres.  The average lies 
around 10 metres in diameter 
providing a floor area of 78 sq. 
metres or the equivalent of a small 
modern three-bedroomed house.

In upland areas boulders form an 
inner/outer wall 1.1 to 2 metres 
thick.  A core of earth and rubble 
provided insulation.  Some huts 
were partly buiilt of turf.

in lowland areas the boulder walls 
were replaced by timber posts 
interleaved with branches of willow 
or alder and plastered with mud.  
This building technique is known 
as wattle and daub construction 
and has a wide British distribution 
in both time and space and was 
commonly used throughout rural 
England in the later Middle Ages.

Hut circles occur singly or in groups.  
Doorways usually face south 
east, away from the prevailing 
wind and some are provided with 
entrance porches as at Keir Hill 
and West Plean.  The sites chosen 
for occupation and cultivation are 
almost invariably on well-drained 
gently sloping ground away from 
valley floors which would tend 
to be poorly drained.  A location 

giving access to running water 
was essential.

Burning Question

Lastly a question posed but 
not answered.  Why did our 
Bronze Age and Iron Age 
ancestors build round or oval 
houses while their continental 
counterparts preferred square 
or rectangular dwellings?

Think back to school days and 
Euclidian geometry and it is 
clear that a circle gives the best 
ratio of floor space to length 
of enclosing wall, but that, at 
best, can only be a very partial 
answer and probably none at 
all: such is archaeology.

Ken Reid

A long established local firm Ronnie is a regular advertiser is this mag.
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