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1. ABSTRACT

This volume presents the results of archaeological fieldwork undertaken along the River Dee, Aberdeenshire,
north-east Scotland, by the Mesolithic Deeside voluntary community archaeology group between 2017 and
2019. A total of 42 fields were investigated, from which over 11,000 lithics were recovered, representing
at least 15 archaeological sites and a span of human activity covering some 10,000 years from around
12,000 bc to c 2000 bc. Finds from the Late Upper Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, Neolithic and Bronze Age
were present. Work comprised fieldwalking, test pitting, specialist analysis, and small-scale excavation. The
investigation described here is significant not just for the light it throws on the early prehistoric populations
along the River Dee but also for the methodology by which investigation was undertaken, as this provides
a potential model for work in other areas. Both aspects are covered in the report.
The River Dee flows between postglacial gravel and sand terraces, the structure of which has played
an important role for the early settlers of the area, and this is covered in some detail in order to provide
the physical background framework for the sites. There are also sections on more specialised geophysical
and geoscience techniques where these were undertaken, together with a summary of research on the
palaeoenvironmental conditions throughout the millennia of prehistory. The artefactual evidence comprises
lithic assemblages which were all catalogued as fieldwork progressed; the contents of each site are presented,
together with more detailed analysis of the finds from test pitted sites. Finally, given the rich archaeological
record from the area, the results of the present project are set into the wider context of the evidence for
prehistoric settlement along the river, and there is consideration of future directions for further fieldwork.
While all authors have contributed to the whole volume, individual sections that present specialist work
by specific teams have been attributed. The distribution maps and GIS are the work of Irvine Ross.
Dates given are calibrated bc dates. The Nethermills Farm NM4 dates are calibrated using the Oxford
Radiocarbon Accelerator Unit calibration program OxCal 4 (Bronk Ramsey 2009) and their date ranges
are calibrated using the IntCal13 atmospheric calibration curve (Reimer et al 2013). Optically stimulated
luminescence (OSL) was used to profile sediment accumulations on some of the sites and obtain information
relating to site formation, but it was not used for dating in any of the projects.
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2. INTRODUCTION

This report describes the results of archaeological
fieldwork undertaken along the River Dee,
Aberdeenshire, Scotland, roughly between Aboyne
and Peterculter (Illus 2.1), from 2017 to 2019 (and
including small amounts of previous prospection).
This area, Mid Deeside, has long been known for
its Mesolithic and other prehistoric finds. Fieldwork
has been undertaken here since at least the early
20th century (Paterson & Lacaille 1936), and in
the later 1970s and early 1980s excavation took
place at the site of Nethermills Farm, Crathes,
with the aim of providing more detail of the early
activity. Publication of this work did not take place
immediately, but when it did the archaeological
potential of the area was highlighted, particularly
with regard to pre-Neolithic hunter-gatherer
activities (Wickham-Jones et al 2017). Excitingly, in
addition to abundant evidence related to Mesolithic
communities in the area, the archaeological material
at Nethermills Farm included finds related to the
Late Upper Palaeolithic groups who were the earliest
known people to venture along the river since the
Last Glacial Maximum, which ended around 20,000

years ago. This contributes to the understanding
of a period of Scottish prehistory that has been
unrecognised in previous studies and the River Dee
is thus a significant archaeological resource for early
prehistory.
The publication of work around Nethermills
Farm led to the formation of the voluntary
Mesolithic Deeside community archaeology group
and the undertaking of an extensive programme
of fieldwalking in the fields bordering the river.
In addition, a separate test pitting exercise was
completed at the original site of Nethermills Farm
in order to assess archaeological survival on the
excavation site itself. Test pitting has also taken
place at one of the key sites, East Park, in 2018, and
small-scale excavation was undertaken at another,
Heughhead, in 2017 and 2019. This publication
brings together the results of all exercises and
discusses the lithic sites of the River Dee in their
widest context. It should be noted that fieldwork has
continued since the publication cut-off date of the
end of December 2019. Further fields were walked
in the spring of 2020, and, after a ‘coronavirusimposed’ hiatus, fieldwork, including both test
pitting and walking, is planned for 2021.

Illus 2.1 Location map of the River Dee and principal locations mentioned in the text
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3. BACKGROUND
3.1 Archaeological background
3.1.1 The period framework

This report concerns the evidence for the past
human communities who lived along the banks
of the River Dee, Aberdeenshire over a period of
10,000 years from 12,000 bc to 2000 bc. There
was, of course, some change to lifestyle and society
over this time, and, very generally, it is divided
into four main archaeological periods: Late Upper
Palaeolithic; Mesolithic; Neolithic; and Bronze Age.
The first two of these periods are characterised as
communities of hunter-gatherers, with a more-orless mobile lifestyle, who acquired food and other
resources from an intimate knowledge of the land.
The evidence suggests that small Late Upper
Palaeolithic groups arrived in the area in the 13th
millennium bc, during the Late Glacial Interstadial,
as conditions ameliorated after the last ice age (Table
4.1). This was a warmer phase; the landscape would
have been largely open but with some stands of
low woodland dominated by birch and juniper.
The human communities at the time share many
characteristics with communities to be found further
south in the British Isles, and on the Continent,
to which Britain was still connected through the
landscape of Doggerland (Gaffney et al 2007). The
evidence indicates that they may have travelled
long distances in the course of an annual round,
and that they possessed detailed understanding
of the landscape within which they lived, from
which they derived all the resources necessary for
survival. Mammals such as reindeer are likely to have
provided an important resource, and groups may
have followed them and other species as they moved
across the landscape. Characteristic stone tools,
including particular types of tanged spear points,
allow us to compare different communities one with
another, and in general these groups are known to
archaeologists as Hamburgian, though we have no
idea how they would have named themselves. Late
Upper Palaeolithic communities were adaptable
and resilient (Pettitt & White 2012) and persisted
through considerable environmental change
including an abrupt return to cold conditions in
the period known as the Younger Dryas, around
10,900 bc, though the archaeology suggests that

population numbers may have dropped dramatically
at the time.
Around 9700 bc a period of rapid amelioration
is recorded in the environmental record, and this
marks the start of the Holocene, at which time
conditions improved and vegetation increased,
including the establishment of mixed woodland
and forest. Population numbers grew and marked
changes to the lifestyle allow archaeologists to
classify the communities as Mesolithic. Life still
revolved around a high degree of mobility and the
acquisition of all the resources necessary for survival
from the land, though this was a very different
world to that of the Late Upper Palaeolithic. The
evidence suggests that aquatic and marine species
joined land mammals and birds as significant
resources. Technological developments include the
manufacture of small stone blades which could be
shaped into microliths among other things, and a
new range of bone and antler tools.
By 3800 bc changes to local lifestyles included
the earliest archaeological evidence for farming in
the area and this period is known generally as the
Neolithic. Population levels grew and communities
became more settled. Early Neolithic occupation
focused on large timber halls, though a range of
other buildings is also likely to have been used.
Changes to familiar everyday goods included the
development of new types of stone tool that were
less focused on blade technologies, as well as the
introduction of innovative materials such as pottery.
Farming included the cultivation of a range of crops
as well as the care of domestic animals such as cattle,
sheep/goats and pigs, although wild resources were
still used. Settlements were more permanent and
increasing human impacts on the wooded landscape
are visible in the archaeological record. From
around 3200 bc, further changes to the material
culture mark a social and cultural change known
to archaeology as the Late Neolithic. Settlements
comprised several households in smaller buildings,
diverse monuments were developed for burial,
and, later on, ceremonial sites such as stone circles
became common.
The introduction of metal took place around
2500 bc and, though it made little impact on
everyday life at first, this period is known today as
the Bronze Age. Farmsteads and villages of round
timber and turf houses became more common
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and there were different styles of pottery and other
material goods. Metal goods were rare at first, but
over time, the stone tools that had characterised
earlier periods became less common. Different types
of burial and changes to the ceremonial sites suggest
that there were marked changes to belief and ritual
practice at the time.
3.1.2 Prehistoric archaeology of the River Dee

The presence of stone tools has been recognised
in the ploughed fields along the River Dee at least
since the early 20th century (Illus 3.1). From 1906
onwards, Hilda Paterson collected material that she
identified as Mesolithic from the site at Birkwood
on the south bank of the river (Paterson & Lacaille
1936). Paterson’s work is notable for several
reasons apart from its status as an early Scottish
contribution by a female lead; she quickly realised
that the significance of her finds lay in that they
provided the important evidence to confirm that
‘microlithic’ industries existed in Scotland. Together
with academic archaeologists Armand Lacaille and
Graham Callander, she undertook a small excavation
on the ‘lower’ (Camphill) terrace at Birkwood, and
in their resultant publication Lacaille commented on

the scope for further archaeological work both at this
location and elsewhere in the vicinity (Paterson &
Lacaille 1936: 434). In the 1970s Dr John Grieve
collected lithics from nine sites along the river
downstream of Banchory, and in the 1980s James
Kenworthy excavated a small trench and a series of
test pits in one of Grieve’s sites at Nethermills Farm in
order to investigate the possibility of in situ Mesolithic
archaeology (Illus 3.2; Wickham-Jones et al 2017).
Since then, Grieve’s work has continued to provide
important base data for a number of studies. In the
early 1990s, the lithic sites along the river formed part
of research into the development of agriculture in
the British Isles by Jane Kenney (Kenney 1993). Ten
years later, slightly further back from the river and
towards the foothills of the Cairngorms, fieldwalking
was undertaken around Tarland by a team led by Dr
Tim Phillips as part of a wider archaeological project
(Bradley 2005). More recently, fieldwalking has
continued in the fields around Crathes by the Over
Fifties Archaeological Research Society (OFARS,
subsequently changed to the North East Scotland
Archaeological Research Society, NESARS), under
the leadership of Heather Sabnis (http://www.
stoneagecrathes.com/index.htm). Mesolithic Deeside
continues this fieldwalking tradition.

Illus 3.1 Fieldwalking and a typical lithic find
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Illus 3.2 Work taking place in 1981 during James Kenworthy’s excavation at NM4

North of and away from the river, on the
Lochton Terrace (see 4.2 ‘The terraces of the Dee’),
the site of Warren Field, Crathes, was excavated
in 2005. Still enigmatic, the Mesolithic evidence
here comprises an alignment of at least 15 pits (of
which 12 have been excavated), dating to the first
half of the 8th millennium bc. The site has been
variously interpreted as ceremonial (Murray et al
2009), and a lunar calendar (Gaffney et al 2013),
though other pits at Milltimber, 13km downstream
(in a different configuration, but also dating from
the 8th millennium bc and later, throughout the
Mesolithic period), were interpreted as hunting
traps (Dingwall et al 2019b: 128–31). Milltimber
also lies on the northern bank of the Dee, and the
Mesolithic archaeology here, set towards the back
of the Camphill Terrace, included a lithic scatter,
post holes, shallow pits, hearth sites, and features
interpreted as fence lines. A number of lithic scatter
sites with a Mesolithic element have been recorded
along the river as it approaches the sea (Kenney
1993), including the excavated site at Garthdee
Road (Murray & Murray 2014), and these include
excavated sites in the City of Aberdeen (Murray
1982; Cameron & Stones 2001). Some 11km north,
on higher land some 2km south of the River Don,

at Standingstones, Mesolithic evidence includes a
possible structure, interpreted as a small upland
camp (van Wessel 2019: 223–7). Ten kilometres to
the east, on the coastal plain at Blackdog, nearly 5km
north of the mouth of the Don, three more pits were
interpreted as hunting traps and dated to the early
4th millennium bc (van Wessel & Wilson 2019:
309), and other small sites have been excavated in
the area (Headland Archaeology 2018).
The lithic assemblages of the Dee include not
only Mesolithic material. The river has provided
a significant corridor for human groups through
the millennia. Recent investigations have recorded
hints of earlier activity. Lithics characteristic of Late
Upper Palaeolithic activity have been found among
the assemblages from Nethermills Farm, Milltimber
and Standingstones (Ballin 2019; Dingwall et al
2019b; van Wessel 2019) as well as at Peterhead
(Cameron & Ballin 2018), and Blackdog to the
north (Ballin, pers comm). To date, however, no in
situ Palaeolithic material has been excavated. Despite
the lack of detail, the Palaeolithic archaeology of the
Dee is significant, providing as it does a growing
body of evidence for a period of Scottish prehistory
about which little is known. For a variety of reasons,
including cultural bias and lack of fieldwork,
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conventional wisdom has long maintained that
Scotland was uninhabited prior to the Holocene,
about 8000 bc. Occasional Late Upper Palaeolithic
artefacts have occurred since the 1950s (for example,
Livens 1956), but it is always hard to contextualise
isolated finds and only in recent years have enough
pieces accrued to give credence to the presence of
these early communities (Ballin & Wickham-Jones
2017; Ballin 2019), culminating in the excavation
of a lithic scatter site dating to around 12,000 bc at
Howburn Farm in Lanarkshire (Ballin et al 2018).
Artefacts indicative of Late Upper Palaeolithic
activity continue to be identified across Scotland
with increasing regularity (cf the finding of a
possible Hamburgian Zinken at Site 19 Dunragit,
Galloway; Ballin 2021b), each new site adding
to the emerging picture of the early millennia of
human activity across the country. The number of
Late Upper Palaeolithic finds along the River Dee
suggests that this area may hold significant potential
for the archaeological investigation of this period.
Later activity is also well represented. Specific
stone tool types indicative of Neolithic and Bronze
Age occupation are present in most assemblages,
and notable excavated Neolithic sites along the
watercourse include the timber hall at Balbridie,
dated to around 3800 bc (Reynolds 1980; Ralston
1982), a similar site at Warren Field, Crathes,
c 3750 bc (Murray et al 2009), various structural
elements at Milltimber, between 3900 and 3300 bc
(Dingwall et al 2019b), and a small structure at
Garthdee Road, c 3700 bc (Murray & Murray
2014). In 1993 analysis of the Mesolithic and
Neolithic sites along the Dee comprised a significant
part of the research undertaken by Kenney (Kenney
1993).
Upstream of Banchory the archaeological
evidence extends to the headwaters of the Dee
high in the Cairngorm massif (Fraser et al 2020).
While the density of riverside sites decreases as one
moves towards the uplands, perhaps due both to
the vagaries of fieldwalkers and the complexities
of different farming regimes, enough lithic scatter
sites have been recorded, for example at Potarch and
Aboyne, to demonstrate that remains, including
Mesolithic material, do exist. Around the village of
Tarland, some 6km to the north of the river, Phillips’
fieldwork revealed a cluster of predominantly
Neolithic and Bronze Age sites (Bradley 2005:

87–97). Mesolithic activity continues high in the
Cairngorms, as evidenced by the discovery of a small
lithic assemblage during footpath maintenance at
Chest of Dee on the National Trust for Scotland’s
Mar Lodge estate in 2005. This has led to an
intensive series of fieldwork projects at this high
altitude, including the excavation of a small structure
dated to between 6200 and 6000 bc at Caochanan
Ruadha above the Geldie Burn (Warren et al 2018)
and of a spread of Mesolithic remains covering a
range of activity from around 7600 bc, along the
river bank at Chest of Dee itself (Wickham-Jones
et al 2020), together with other field survey and
small-scale test pitting in the area (Fraser et al 2020).
3.2 Mesolithic Deeside community archaeology
group

All of the results described here represent the work
of Mesolithic Deeside, a community archaeology
group made up of local volunteers (residents,
students and archaeologists) living alongside, or
close by, the River Dee and having a fascination
with Mesolithic archaeology. A grant from the
National Lottery Heritage Fund in 2017 provided
for the group to pay for a project supervisor for
a year and for a lithic specialist to report on any
finds they might make. Funding from Aberdeenshire
Council Archaeology Service helped to kickstart
the organisation in 2016, and together with others
(see Acknowledgements) their ongoing support has
allowed the work to continue. Mesolithic Deeside
incorporates considerable experience in fieldwalking
and relevant disciplines including spatial analysis,
excavation and local networking, and they work
closely with the Department of Archaeology at
the University of Aberdeen. On occasion they are
joined by students from the university. Regular
reports are produced from fieldwork, copies of
which are sent (alongside the spatial datasets) to
the Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record,
and there is a well-used website which is regularly
updated (https://www.mesolithicdeeside.org/).
In addition to field investigation, the members
of Mesolithic Deeside participate in a wideranging programme of outreach, including talks,
demonstrations of technology and material culture,
exhibitions, and information stands. These may
occur at local agricultural shows, specialist activity
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days and lecture evenings, as well as online sessions
using internet technology. In this way the benefits
of group membership and the information accrued
are spread among the communities along the river.
This report, and the fieldwork on which it is
based, bears testament to the value of community

archaeology. As will be apparent from the name of
the group, there is a certain focus of interest on
Mesolithic archaeology. Although other periods are
dealt with in full, the focus of the following text is,
inevitably, on the Mesolithic communities of the
Dee and the world in which they lived.
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4. ENVIRONMENT AND GEOGRAPHY
4.1 The river and associated watercourses

The River Dee forms the focus of the past human
activity investigated during this fieldwork and will
thus be described first. The river runs eastwards
for approximately 140km from its headwaters at
the Wells of Dee in the Cairngorm massif, to the
sea at the city of Aberdeen (Illus 4.1). Along its
length, it drops from just over 1,200m OD and
provides evidence for many classic riverine features,
including terracing, braiding, waterfalls and pools.
The bedrock underlying the glacial and other
recent sediments throughout the river catchment
comprises a variety of Precambrian granitic and
metamorphic rocks (Illus 4.2). In places along the
river this is exposed at the surface where it often
gives rise to gorges, falls and rapids, such as at the
Linn of Dee and Jock Young’s Leap, Potarch. The
river is classified by Scottish Natural Heritage as

an ‘alternately wandering gravel-bed and stable
(confined) river’ (Werrity & Hoey 2004), meaning
that while stretches of the river flow over an easily
eroded gravel bed, allowing the river channel to
wander, some reaches of the river are confined by
bedrock and are thus more stable, leading to gorgelike reaches. McEwen (2001) found that around
one-third of the wandering gravel-bed reaches are
undergoing erosion while approximately half are
subject to sediment deposition along point bars.
Though similar processes to those of today
pertained along the length of the river in the past
(McEwen 2001), the nature of the river was very
different when the first human groups navigated
it at the end of the last glacial. The River Dee is
carefully managed and past and present activities
such as salmon fishing, forestry and conservation
have all played their part in the shape of the river
today. This, of course, has implications for both the
interpretation of past lifestyles and the preservation
of archaeological material. The dynamic history

Illus 4.1 The River Dee. This aspect of the river, with its managed banks and planted riparian trees,
belies the look of the watercourse in prehistory
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Illus 4.2 Outcropping bedrock constrains the River Dee at Jock Young’s Leap, Potarch, to the west of
Banchory

of the system is well illustrated by the landforms
along its length and indicates the impact of both
long-term and episodic events (McEwen 2001).
While the course of the river is dictated by the
antecedent of following the glacial valley, this, in
turn, follows previous glaciations and river flow
during interglacial cycles. So, the course and its
pattern are the result of cycles over many glacial
episodes. In general, rivers like the Dee have been
incising downwards through their beds since the end
of the last glaciation, due in part to the relative rising
landmass of northern Britain, though the nature of
the river is also impacted by other factors such as
past climate change. Flooding, which can be very
destructive for both the river channel and the local
community, has occurred throughout its history
(Illus 4.3; Macklin et al 2010; Fieman et al 2020).
Abandoned palaeochannels evidence the way in
which once braided stretches have been cut through
as the river incised down to form a more stable (and
usually narrower) course through the underlying
bedrock or sediments. At Heughhead to the west

of Aboyne, a classic series of palaeochannels may be
seen on the terraces above the present river surface
(Maizels & Aitken 1991) and palaeochannels are a
common feature of many of the surfaces walked in
the present survey.
As experienced today, the River Dee is carefully
managed. McEwen (2001: 12) notes the impact
of the agricultural improvements on adjacent
farmlands from the late 17th century onwards,
as well as of the transport of logs downstream
from the upland forests in the 18th and 19th
centuries, which required both the straightening
of some lengths and the removal of certain bedrock
impediments as at Potarch. These changes have a
significant bearing on both travel and resource
acquisition along the river. While the experience(s)
of those who lived and travelled here in early
prehistory was very different to those of the local
community in the 21st century, the significance
of the river as a source of wild resources such as
salmon and freshwater mussels, not to mention the
flora and fauna of the riverbanks, is likely to have
SAIR 97 | 9
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Illus 4.3 Damage caused in 2015 by Storm Frank, looking north across field NM5 to the houses at
Mills of Drum. Note the fallen tree, veneer of fresh sand and eroded plough furrows

been high at all times (Dingwall et al 2019b: 32–7).
The Dee today is celebrated as a ‘perfect’ fishing
river: the snowy Cairngorm massif maintains a
good water flow well into the early summer, the fall
of the river (just over 2m per kilometre on average)
is mitigated by a succession of pools and rapids,
and for most of the length the banks facilitate easy
access to the water.
In addition to the changes in the river itself, the
immediate landscape differs markedly from that
of the Late Glacial and Early Holocene in many
ways (Table 4.1), one of the most notable being
the current absence of pronounced surface water
features. Lochs and associated fen areas, as well as
free-flowing burns, would have been much more
common prior to recent centuries when agricultural
improvements included large-scale drainage projects.
These resulted in the disappearance of local lochs
such as the Loch of Park and Loch of Leys (both
illustrated on Timothy Pont’s map of the area in the
late 16th century, National Library of Scotland Adv.
MS.70.2.9 (Pont 11); Bremner 1935). This is not

just a matter of natural drainage; the contribution
of animals, such as local beaver populations, to
the alteration of a watery landscape should not be
forgotten.
The Loch of Park, the most extensive of these
lochs, to the north-west of Drumoak (Illus 4.4),
comprised a moraine-dammed lake, the basal
organic sediments of which have been dated by
radiocarbon assay to 12,620–11,340 bc (Vasari
1977; Tipping 2007). Deglaciation in the area
is widely accepted to have been complete by
c 12,750 bc (Ballantyne 2010) at, or shortly before,
the arrival of human groups (as evidenced by Late
Upper Palaeolithic stone tool assemblages from
Milltimber: Ballin in Dingwall et al 2019b: 89–122;
Nethermills: Wickham-Jones et al 2017; and East
Park: see 7.2.2 ‘Lithics’). The existence of bodies of
water such as these has considerable implications for
local hunter-gatherer populations. They would have
provided significant foci for acquiring resources as
well as constraining movement around and across
the region.
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113,000– Pleistocene
31,000

Pleistocene

Pleistocene

31,000–
18,000

Devensian
Cold Stage

Last Glacial
Maximum

Regional
18,000–
Deglaciation 12,700

Epoch

Time
span bc

Period

Relative
sea-level for
North-East
Scotland

Deglaciation
and retreat of
the ice margins.
Considerable
meltwater activity
across the newly
emerged land surface
in Scotland

Initially
much higher
than today

Ice sheets
intermittently cover
northern Europe
from Scandinavia to
the British Isles and
eastwards across to
north-west Russia.
For much of the time
northern Europe was
ice free
The greatest extent
Fluctuating
of the ice sheets in
northern Europe

Predominant activity

Camphill

Lochton,
Maryfield

Terrace
formation
along the
River Dee

Table 4.1 Principal names and events in Late Glacial history pertaining to the project

No verified
archaeological
evidence has yet been
found

No verified
archaeological
evidence has yet been
found

No verified
archaeological
evidence has yet been
found

Human communities
of Scotland

Key sites
along the
River Dee

Also known as
the Dimlington
Stadial. Relative
sea-level rises
abruptly on
deglaciation

This term is used
to describe the
last glacial period
in the British
Isles. Elsewhere
across northern
Europe it is
known as the
Weichselian

Notes
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Time
span bc

12,700–
10,900

10,900–
9700

Period

Late Glacial
Interstadial

Younger
Dryas

Table 4.1 cont

Pleistocene

Pleistocene

Epoch

An abrupt return to
cold conditions with
small local glaciers in
the Cairngorms

Warm phase with
stable soils, open
birch–juniper
woodland and lowdischarge rivers

Predominant activity

Lower
than today,
but with
fluctuations

Relative
sea-level for
North-East
Scotland
Falling to
a local low
around
11,000 bc
and then
rising again

Terrace
formation
along the
River Dee
Fluvial
activity
on the
Camphill
Terrace
First evidence of
human activity
suggests groups of Late
Upper Palaeolithic,
Hamburgian, hunters
are present in Scotland
by 12,000 bc.
Archaeological
evidence comprises
isolated finds, plus an
excavated lithic scatter
site at Howburn Farm,
Lanarkshire
Isolated finds suggest
the (at least sporadic)
presence of Late
Upper Palaeolithic,
Ahrensburgian,
communities. Finds
comprise isolated
artefacts, plus one
excavated site: Rubha
Port an t-Seillach,
Islay

Human communities
of Scotland

Notes

Also known
Possibly:
Nethermills as the Loch
Lomond Stadial
Farm,
Milltimber,
East Park

Nethermills Also known as
Farm,
the Windermere
Milltimber, Interstadial
East Park

Key sites
along the
River Dee
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Time
span bc

9700–
present

Period

Holocene

Table 4.1 cont

Holocene

Epoch

Rapid amelioration,
albeit subject to
dynamic change
through the period.
The establishment of
mixed woodland and
forest environments,
with increasing
human impacts on
the landscape and
the introduction
of farming around
4000 bc

Predominant activity

Relative
sea-level for
North-East
Scotland
Relative
sea-level
reaches
present
OSL around
6000 bc but
continues to
fluctuate

Terrace
formation
along the
River Dee
Maryculter

Notes

The present
era. Now
subdivided into:
Greenlandian
(9700–6230),
Northgrippian
(6230–2250),
Meghalayan
(2250–present)

Key sites
along the
River Dee
Mesolithic:
Chest
of Dee,
Caochanan
Ruadha,
Milltimber,
Nethermills
Farm,
Warren
Field,
Green
Neolithic:
Balbridie
Warren
Field,
Garthdee
Road,
Milltimber

Human communities
of Scotland

The Mesolithic.
Population levels grow
and archaeological
sites are more
common and include
evidence for structures
and organic deposits.
Introduction of
farming around
4000 bc
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Illus 4.4 Reconstruction of the location of the Loch of Park. Information supplied by Michael
Stratigos (pers comm) and Tipping et al (2009: illus 1). Note: the lithic spread at Nethermills Farm
is illustrated in order to help orientation in the landscape; it should be noted that the loch formed
millennia before the Mesolithic activity in the area, and was in existence well into the historic period
4.2 The terraces of the Dee
Richard Tipping & Irvine Ross

The river terraces of the Dee are a significant
factor in the shape of the land along the length
of the river (McEwen 2001) and, where possible,
the archaeological sites have been mapped in
relation to specific surfaces. LiDAR data (https://
remotesensingdata.gov.scot/data#/map) can be
used to define four principal terrace surfaces and
one more localised terrace, at different heights
above the present surface of the river (Table 4.2)
along the Banchory to Dalmaik stretch (Illus 4.5).

Each is comprised of gravels and sands, or of sand
alone. While each terrace surface is assumed to be
broadly synchronous along the length of the river,
this has yet to be ascertained. All four surfaces fall
downstream parallel to the present river surface at
a gradient of around 2m per kilometre.
These terraces were formed during the processes
of deglaciation and subsequent periods, when
extensive fluvial activity shaped the land. The
youngest, the Maryculter Terrace, is still forming.
Deglaciation in the area is still poorly understood
but, as noted previously, most agree that it had
been achieved by 12,750 bc (Tipping in Dingwall
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Table 4.2 The four principal terrace structures along the Banchory to Dalmaik stretch of the River Dee.
Dating is described in more detail below

Terrace

BGS nomenclature
(Merritt et al 2003)

Lochton

Lochton Sand and
Gravel Formation
Lochton Sand and
Gravel Formation

Maryfield

Height above the
present surface of
the Dee (m)
15.5–17.0

Composition Dating controls

9.5–11.0

Gravel

Gravel

Camphill

River terrace deposits 4–5
(undifferentiated)
gravel, sand and silt

Sand over
gravel

Maryculter

Alluvium

Sand

2–3

et al 2019b: 22–33). The most significant legacy
of deglaciation is coarse boulder-rich gravel lining
the Dee, tens of metres thick, called the Lochton
Sand and Gravel Formation (Merritt et al 2003),
laid down by meltwater. The Lochton and Maryfield
Terraces represent earlier iterations of the valley
floor, across which many active river channels were
able to wander. These terraces formed as the river cut
down in response to the relative rising landmass of
northern Britain in the millennia during and since
deglaciation. Each individual terrace represents a
period of disruption to this long-term trend, when
long-term incision was temporarily reversed. The
recorded archaeology focuses on the Camphill and
Maryculter Terraces (reflecting the focus of fieldwork
to date, see 8.5 ‘Further work’), both essentially
floodplains, but the existence of palaeochannels
and other features permit the reconstruction of
localised conditions that included drier, welldrained ‘islands’ suitable for settlement and other
activity in prehistory, as well as wetter, less-favoured
areas. Over time, as the river resumed its downward
incision, each individual terrace surface would be
abandoned above the lower, narrower watercourse,
and a new terrace might be formed. They comprise
riparian surfaces often favoured for activity by the
communities who lived along the banks of the river.

c 14,500 bc (Hall et al
2016)
Late Upper Palaeolithic
lithics: older than
c 13,000 bc
Late Upper Palaeolithic
lithics: >c 13,000 bc
Palynological dating (see
4.2 ‘The terraces of the
Dee’) suggests terrace
formation ceased by
c 9700 bc
>c 2500 bc

The highest and oldest terrace, known as the
Lochton Terrace, is made up of glaciofluvial sands
and gravels that overlie the local till. They are
representative of extensive outwash deposits laid
down during the period immediately following
the Last Glacial Maximum when melt and retreat
was first initiated c 18,000 years ago (Table 4.1).
The surface of the Lochton Terrace lies between
17m and 15.5m above the present water surface at
Nethermills. There are comparable gravels at higher
altitudes, under Drumoak for instance, but these do
not form terraces. This terrace thus represents almost
the highest position of the river in this spot. In
many places, infilled palaeochannels on the present
Lochton Terrace surface attest to this earlier stage
of the river when it occupied a series of braided
channels that crossed the landscape immediately
after deglaciation.
The second terrace surface, named the Maryfield
Terrace, also comprises glaciofluvial sands and
gravels similar to the Lochton Terrace. It lies
between 11m and 9.5m above the present surface
of the river at Nethermills and represents a lower
stage of the river as it cut downwards. Stone tools of
Late Upper Palaeolithic character have been found
on this terrace at East Park (Illus 4.6). Assuming
that they have not moved far, this suggests that
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Illus 4.5 LiDAR projections of the river terraces between Banchory and Dalmaik. Cross-sections undertaken for analysis are noted. A
Birkwood to Balbridie; B Balbridie to Mills of Drum; C Nethermills Farm 1 to Park House; D Nether Park to Dalmaik
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Illus 4.6 East Park; the higher, Maryfield, Terrace may be seen in the rear, dropping to the lower
surface in the foreground

the terrace surface may have been in existence by
c 13,000 cal bc. Below the Maryfield Terrace, some
6m above the present surface of the Dee, a localised
surface to the east of Park Bridge has been named
the Toll House Terrace, but to date it has not been
fieldwalked in detail.
The Camphill Terrace lies below the Maryfield
Terrace along most of the Banchory–Dalmaik stretch
of the river (Illus 4.7) and further downstream
towards Milltimber and on into the City of
Aberdeen. It sits around 4m to 5m above the present
water surface and at Nethermills it has a gradient
of around 1.9m per kilometre. As the surface
from which most archaeological material has been
recovered to date, it is of particular importance. This
terrace also comprises predominantly coarse gravels
of the Lochton Formation, but at Nethermills they
are overlain by thin sands that may be the product
of fluvial activity during the Late Glacial Interstadial
(c 12,700 bc to c 10,900 bc; Table 4.1) and the
Younger Dryas (c 10,900 bc to c 9700 bc). Fossilised

palaeochannels may be observed on the terrace
surface, and the evidence suggests that these began to
fill with peat in the earliest Holocene c 9700 cal bc
(Ewan 1981; Tipping 2007). The Dee may, thus,
have incised below the terrace before the Holocene.
At both Nethermills Farm and Milltimber a possible
terminus post quem for the formation of the terrace is
suggested by finds of Late Upper Palaeolithic stone
tools recovered from the surface deposits. Assuming
these to represent activity in the area, they would
indicate that the terrace surface had formed by
c 13,000 cal bc. At Milltimber, an assemblage of
Mesolithic lithics located towards the uphill side
of this terrace seemingly avoided the main terrace
surface, suggesting to the excavators that the terrace
here may have comprised the active floodplain at the
time of Mesolithic activity and may have been too
wet for occupation. At Nethermills Farm, upstream
of Milltimber, Mesolithic finds are scattered across
the surface of the Camphill Terrace, though they
avoid the palaeochannels to either side (Illus 4.8),
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Illus 4.7 Nethermills Farm NM2, showing three terrace surfaces: the higher Maryfield Terrace in
stubble to the right of the photograph, dropping to the Camphill Terrace in the centre, and on down
to the lower Maryculter Terrace towards the left

suggesting that by the late 6th millennium bc the
terrace here included better-drained, drier ‘islands’
upon which human activity was focused, as well as
waterlogged palaeochannels. The evidence suggests
that the river here had ceased to be a braided river
system before the Late Upper Palaeolithic lithics
were deposited and is likely to have occupied a
couple of broad shallow channels.
Lower still, the youngest terrace is largely
composed of sand with some alluvium and is known
as the Maryculter Terrace. At Nethermills it lies
between 2m and 3m above the present river surface,
with a gradient of 1.9m per kilometre. In places it
rises close to the height of the Camphill Terrace, as
at Durris Bridge. The sand of the Maryculter Terrace
is the product of floods periodically spreading
lighter particles across the floodplain while the
heavier gravel remains trapped in the channel itself.
OSL dating of the uppermost 1.75m of sand in
the Maryculter Terrace at Milltimber indicates that

these accumulated from c 2500 cal bc (Tipping &
Kinnaird 2019), suggesting a date by which time
terrace formation must have been underway. This
is supported by the presence of Neolithic buildings
across the Camphill Terrace, above this surface, at
Milltimber, dated to between 2470 and 2205 cal bc
(Dingwall et al 2019b). These are thought to suggest
the drainage and drying of that terrace (thus inviting
human settlement), as the river incised downwards
to form the lower Maryculter Terrace.
While the static framework of terracing presented
here provides a sound geomorphological context for
the archaeological finds today, these descriptions can
appear to mask the essential dynamism of the world
experienced by the communities of early prehistory.
Changes such as the downward incision of the river
might not have been obvious to people within a
single generation, but the experience of living within
a landscape subject to dramatic change is likely to
have been preserved in collective memory. Events
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Illus 4.8 The distribution of all finds (2008–19, OFARS and Mesolithic Deeside) in the fields at Milton Cottage, and Nethermills Farm NM1–
NM5. Note the concentration of material on the Camphill Terrace, avoiding lower palaeochannels to either side of the terrace surface in the east
(delimited by the location of the modern drainage ditch to the north and a sharp drop to the south-east towards the Maryculter Terrace)

Scottish Archaeological Internet Reports 97 2021

SAIR 97 | 22

Scottish Archaeological Internet Reports 97 2021

such as flash floods or unusually dry summers will
also have been enshrined within local stories and
histories. Through both time and space, the River
Dee provided a variety of ecozones that facilitated
human settlement along its course. As the river course
developed and migrated downwards, so the local
landscape oscillated between open-to-woodland and
poorly drained-to-dry, with concomitant changes
in climate. This was a dynamic world that brought
both opportunity and challenge to those who lived
in it; it was a world in which local communities had
to be both flexible and resilient.
4.3 Climate, vegetation and landscape

The inclusion of material indicative of Late Upper
Palaeolithic activity from several of the fieldwalked
sites necessitates consideration of the landscape and
environment back to the period of deglaciation
(Table 4.1).
Throughout the period of human activity, the
detail of the land has changed. One driving factor
has been the dynamic nature of relative sea-level,
itself a result of a combination of elements, in
particular isostatic and eustatic movement (Dawson
2018; Wickham-Jones 2018), meaning that the

position of the coast has altered. Sea-level models
are still being refined but the most recent data
(Illus 4.9) suggest that relative sea-level around
Aberdeen may have been much higher at the end
of the Last Glacial Maximum. It subsequently fell
abruptly to a local low after 11,000 bc before rising
again, so that by around 8000 bc relative sea-level
lay about 9m below present, adding a distance
of around 1 kilometre to the available land (give
or take the precise coastal topography). It then
rose to current OSL around 6000 bc, reaching
some 3.5m above present around 5000 bc, before
undergoing a series of fluctuations to attain present
height (Sarah Boyd, pers comm; Smith et al 1999;
Shennan et al 2018). When people first arrived in
the area during the 13th millennium bc, though
the coastal plain is likely to have extended slightly
to the east, Doggerland, while still in existence, lay
several hundred kilometres to the south-east (Sturt
et al 2013). The Dee flowed into an extensive bay:
a ‘North Sea Bight’, bordered by the coasts of the
British Isles to the west and Doggerland which lay
far to the south-east. Throughout the history of
human activity in the area, the local details of land
and sea have changed, though the overall position

Illus 4.9 Relative sea-level curve for the coast at Aberdeen. A Sarah Boyd, pers comm; B Shennan
et al (2018); C Boyd overlain on to Shennan et al (2018), indicating a general correspondence, but
highlighting a number of small fluctuations throughout the Holocene
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of the communities here, bordering the river as it
ran to the sea, remained constant.
During the peak of the last glaciation, 31,000 bc
to 18,000 bc, the Scottish ice sheet along the Dee
extended east of Aberdeen (Ballantyne & Small
2019). Bedrock is usually plastered with glacial till,
generally known as the Banchory Till Formation
(Merritt et al 2003). Deglaciation was, in detail,
complex, the area of the present-day coast being
initially exposed around 14,500 bc, and interrupted
by periods when ice-fronts slowed, halted or
re-advanced (Brown 1993; Merritt et al 2003; Hall
et al 2016; Ballantyne & Small 2019). In general,
it is poorly dated along Deeside.
Deglaciation of the Dee catchment is thought
to have been complete by the onset of the first
clear climatic amelioration c 12,750 bc (Ballantyne
& Small 2019), known as the Late Glacial or
Windermere Interstadial (Lowe et al 2008; Walker
& Lowe 2019). Locally, the Loch of Park warmed
sufficiently to encourage the formation of organic
lake muds (gytta). Analysis of beetle remains in
lake muds at Abernethy on Speyside suggests that
mean summer temperatures rose to more than
13°C by 12,000 bc (Brooks et al 2012). The hills
and valleys of lower Deeside were open landscapes.
Bedrock all along Deeside gives rise to acid soils.
These features supported heathland dominated by
crowberry (Empetrum), a plant that out-competes
most others on very dry soils, conditions probably
induced by high winds, low precipitation and
strong summer evaporation (Birks & Birks 2014).
Woodland was rare in eastern Deeside throughout
the Late Glacial Interstadial despite the warmer
temperatures. The evidence indicates that it was
limited to birch (Betula), willow (Salix) and juniper
(Juniperus), the first two perhaps largely confined
around lakes, though birch may have been more
common further inland (Vasari & Vasari 1968).
Suppression of tree seedlings by herbivores is
possible (van Asch & Hoek 2012; Bakker et al 2016;
Ballin et al 2018), though currently speculative.
Large lakes created during deglaciation were still
common. Many deep meltwater channels cut during
deglaciation were quite fresh. These and smaller
watercourses facilitated both movement through the
landscape and settlement, in addition to presenting
opportunities for the gathering of resources. When
people colonised the area the active floodplain, the

Camphill Terrace, had already been formed, some
15m below the oldest river terraces. It occupied
a valley floor that was, in places, several hundred
metres wide (eg at Heughhead). This floor comprised
an uneven gravel surface of lozenge-shaped gravel
bars surrounded by shallow palaeochannels, most of
which would have been dry until winter. The Late
Glacial Interstadial (12,700 bc to 10,900 bc) is the
time interval that Ballin (2019) considered most
likely to have seen human activities at Milltimber.
The later part of the Late Glacial Interstadial,
c 12,000 to c 10,700 bc, was slightly cooler,
probably wetter, and less windy (Birks & Birks
2014). Woodland remained scarce in eastern
Deeside. Temperatures fell rapidly with the advent
of the Younger Dryas (c 10,900 bc to c 9700 bc)
with abrupt falls in mean summer temperatures
by at least 7°C (Brooks et al 2012), and a possible
further drop in winter by around 20–22°C (Denton
et al 2005). Glacial conditions returned in the
Cairngorm massif in the form of localised valley
and corrie glaciers (Golledge 2010; Bickerdike et al
2018). The climate in eastern Scotland again became
more arid as precipitation gradients from west to
east steepened (Benn & Ballantyne 2005). There is
currently no sedimentological evidence along mid
and lower Deeside for accelerated Younger Dryas
fluvial activity. Terrestrial plant communities were
decimated, leaving an Artemisia steppe. The extent
of bare ground favoured soil erosion, particularly
over seasonally frozen ground (Connell & Hall
1987) and this was washed into lakes where organic
productivity had collapsed (Walker & Lowe 2019).
The climatic impact on the human communities
here would have been considerable; there is, to date,
only one Scottish archaeological site, on Islay, where
occupation in the latter part of the Younger Dryas
is suggested (Mithen et al 2015).
Rapid warming at the onset of the Holocene
(Brooks et al 2012) suddenly changed the landscape
of eastern Scotland. Mean summer temperatures at
Abernethy rose during the latter part of the Younger
Dryas, after c 10,100 bc, to around 10°C (Brooks
et al 2012), and there was a further rise to around
14°C at c 9700 bc (Lowe et al 2008). Precipitation
increased, soils stabilised, organic matter in soils
and in lakes increased, bare ground was reduced.
Empetrum and Juniperus re-established on rapidly
maturing terrestrial soils before the immigration
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of Betula around 9600 bc, hazel (Corylus) between
8500 and 8000 bc, oak (Quercus) and elm (Ulmus)
after 7725–7595 bc (Tipping 2007: 33; Dingwall
et al 2019b: 33). Scots pine (Pinus sylvestris)
pushed east for a short while after c 5800 bc, from
the Cairngorms to Loch Davan (Edwards 1978)
and Loch Kinord (Vasari & Vasari 1968). In the
Cairngorms, birch charcoal from the site at Chest
of Dee has been dated to the late 9th millennium bc
(8290–7990 bc, SUERC-58528, 8977±29), with
Scots pine, and some willow (Salix), from the 8th
millennium (for example: 7050–6770; SUERC58527, 7990±28; Wickham-Jones et al 2020), while
at Caochanan Ruadha yew (Taxus) and alder (Alnus)
have recorded late 7th-millennium bc dates (for
example: 6210–6050 bc, SUERC-58040, 7252;
6200–6010 bc, SUERC-67814, 7210; Warren et
al 2018). Along lower Deeside, plant communities
may have been disturbed by short-lived but intense,
cold and dry climatic fluctuations around 7300 bc
(Hoek & Bos 2007; Lang et al 2010), 6200 bc
(Alley et al 1997; Seppä et al 2007) and 4200 bc
(Karlen & Larsson 2007; Tipping 2010).
By the time of Mesolithic settlement in the early
8th millennium bc, therefore, local deciduous
woodland had altered the landscape of the lower Dee
Valley (Illus 4.10), in contrast with the evidence for
pine forests higher into the Cairngorms (Paterson
2011; Wickham-Jones et al 2020). Open canopy
birch and hazel woodland was recorded during the
excavation of an early 8th-millennium bc site at
Warren Field, Crathes (Davies et al 2009; Tipping
in Dingwall et al 2019b: 30–7). Ewan’s (1981)
pollen analyses from Nethermills Farm recorded the
local development of birch, hazel and oak, together
with alder and willow, growing on a reasonably
dry terrace surface above the contemporary river.
Open ground habitats may have diminished from
c 7500 bc but where the tree cover thinned there is
evidence for grasses and herbs, including Filipendula
(meadowsweet), Potentilla (tormentil), and other
Rosaceae. The woodland at Nethermills Farm
provided resources, whether to serve structural needs
(Boyd & Kenworthy 1992 discuss the selection of
oak), or as food (carbonised hazelnut shells were
plentiful on Kenworthy’s excavation: Boyd &
Kenworthy 1992; Wickham-Jones et al 2017).
Tipping discusses the subsequent loss of oak from
the valley floor and increase in birch with some

return to a more open, grassy habitat (Dingwall et al
2019b: 35–7). This took place some time in the later
6th millennium bc. These changes need not have
been anthropogenic: edaphic or climatically driven
fluctuations in plant communities are alternative
explanations (Tipping 2004). Little pollenanalytical evidence for hunter-gatherer disturbance
of woodland in lower Deeside has survived criticism
(Edwards & Ralston 1984; Tipping 2007: 38–9).
Though deciduous woodland probably blanketed
terrestrial soils, the canopy was not necessarily closed
(Fyfe et al 2013). Tipping presents a vivid picture of
walking through this Early Holocene woodland (in
Dingwall et al 2019b: 35–7): while the canopy was
varied and included open vistas and clearings, dense
undergrowth could impede movement in places.
Movement for people and large animals would have
been easier along the watercourses.
Around this time existing lakes began to infill
with fens. Peat bogs formed in basins and abandoned
glacial meltwater channels from between c 8500 and
7500 bc (Clark & Edwards 2004; Tipping 2007:
34). Reduced sediment loads led to rivers becoming
single-channel meandering systems or sluggish,
multi-channelled anastomosing systems on valley
floors that were probably much wetter than today;
colonised by birch, willow and, after c 5750 bc in
the Dee lowlands, alder (Alnus) (Tipping 2007: 38).
We understand very little of the fluvial dynamics
of the Dee in this period, but the Camphill Terrace
is likely to have continued as the active floodplain
at this time. Nevertheless, contrasting impressions
of this surface along the course of the river are
apparent. Reconsideration of information from
excavation undertaken by Paterson & Lacaille
(1936) suggests that at Birkwood the terrace surface
was actively built up by the accumulation of flood
sediment within the Mesolithic, though modern
investigation has yet to take place. At Potarch and
Balbridie the lithic scatters seem to avoid peat-filled
channels, suggesting that they may represent active
river channels in the Mesolithic. A similar situation
occurs at Nethermills Farm, only 5km downstream,
where the lithics occupy slightly higher ground
between two palaeochannels. The evidence suggests
that the Camphill Terrace here was dry and wooded
for much of the Mesolithic, though water flow
through the palaeochannels in time of flood may
itself have accentuated the archaeological patterning
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Illus 4.10 A Investigation of preserved tree remains in the northern palaeochannel at Nethermills
Farm NM4 in 2019; B Detail of the preserved timber
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by dominantly moving material from immediate
bankside locations. Further east at Milltimber change
can only be inferred from the archaeological record,
as Early Holocene fluvial sediment, if it existed, was
removed by industrial stripping before it could be
examined. The concentration of archaeology here
lies at the back of the terrace and has been used to
argue that the terrace surface may have been wetter
and less conducive to settlement towards the river
(Dingwall et al 2019b).
By the beginning of the 4th millennium bc,
farming had been established in Scotland. The
local history of woodland cover along the river in
this period was varied. The significance of the Dee
Valley as a corridor that facilitated both agriculture
and movement among the early farmers of the
time has been noted by many (eg Murray et al
2009; Dingwall et al 2019b). Terrace surfaces like
the Camphill Terrace, dry or drier by this time
and with fertile, newly developed soils formed
from Holocene alluvium, were highly suitable
for the requirements of the pioneering farming
communities as they moved up the river. The
earliest Neolithic settlement recorded in the area to
date, c 3800 bc at Warren Field, Crathes, was in a
cleared opening in a woodland locally dominated
by Corylus (Davies et al 2009; Tipping et al 2009).

Radiocarbon dating at Nethermills Farm makes it
likely that the transformation of local woodland here
occurred around 4100 bc and included the total loss
of willow, the collapse of the local oak population,
and expansion to local dominance of Betula,
grasses, and the grazing indicator, ribwort plantain
(Plantago lanceolata) (Ewan 1981; Wickham-Jones
et al 2017). At Braeroddach Loch in the Howe of
Cromar, the first Plantago lanceolata pollen grains
are radiocarbon dated, and calibrated to 4551–3782
cal bc, though in general the woodland remained
little disturbed (Edwards 1979). Around the Loch of
Park, and nearby at the Red Moss of Candiglarich,
near Drumoak, woodland was barely disturbed
in the Early Neolithic (Vasari & Vasari 1968;
Clark & Edwards 2004). With regard to the crops
themselves, and at a smaller spatial scale, settlement
at Warren Field, albeit short-lived, was accompanied
by crop-growing immediately around the timber
hall (Davies et al 2009; Tipping et al 2009), with
plant macrofossil evidence for Triticum vulgare
(bread/club wheat) and Hordeum vulgare (naked
barley) (Hastie, Timpany in Lancaster 2009). Cropgrowing was a major land use at nearby Balbridie
(Fairweather & Ralston 1993) and at Garthdee
Road, Aberdeen (Timpany 2014).
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5. FIELDWORK ALONG THE VALLEY OF THE DEE
5.1 Archaeological methodology

The principal method of investigation is fieldwalking,
whereby the surface of recently ploughed fields is
scanned by eye in order to systematically collect and
record stone tools and other traces of prehistoric
activity (Illus 5.1).
Individual fields are selected on the basis of
suitability, availability, and their proximity to known
Mesolithic or other lithic findspots. That is, the
ground surface has to have been recently ploughed
or ‘opened’, and the agricultural regime and time
of year should be such that fieldwalking will not
disturb the crop. It is worth noting that project work
has not attempted to target or sample representative
landscape types along the River Dee. Some locations
and landscapes have therefore been omitted from the
survey work to date. While this ‘walk on availability’
approach provides fairly random archaeological
cover, there are, of course, biases at play such as
those relating to particular agricultural schemes or
trends, though no attempt has yet been made to
analyse these (see 8.5 ‘Further work’).

Desktop survey for each prospective site
includes searching records such as Canmore, the
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record,
and Discovery and Excavation in Scotland for
known archaeology and previous work, as well as
information on the geology and topography. A prefieldwork visit is important to ascertain conditions
and significant topographic features such as terrace
surfaces and palaeochannels, as well as parking
and access. Once contact has been made with
landowners and farmers to ensure permissions and
provide information about the project, individual
fields are walked throughout the spring. In general,
the group walks transects across the whole field at
a spacing of roughly 2m. That is to say that walkers
are spaced at 2m intervals and scan the ground to a
distance of 1m either side of them, giving a coverage
of 100% of the field surface. Very occasionally, wider
transects are walked. Where recorded, the transect
spacing is noted in the field details below. Individual
finds, or groups of finds (usually comprising worked
stone), are bagged and the position plotted using
GPS (Illus 5.2; Garmin Etrex 10, or similar). GPS
resolution is up to 3m. Fieldwalking is always more

Illus 5.1 Fieldwalking being undertaken by members of Mesolithic Deeside
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productive after rainfall, and the beneficial effect of
frost or recent snowmelt has also been noted (Illus
5.3). While the expertise of group members varies,
by working together it is possible for all to gain
experience.
The lithics recovered are all examined and
catalogued by a professional lithic specialist (for
the present project this was Ann Clarke). While
most pieces are bagged as single finds, where there
has been a concentration of material some bags
might contain multiple finds. Each bag is given a
find number and coordinates. Pieces are identified
by raw material, type, sub-type and classification
(for definitions see Wickham-Jones 1990: 57–8)
and the data are recorded on an Excel spreadsheet.
Blades, complete flakes, cores and retouched pieces
are all measured individually. Given the nature of
a fieldwalked collection – in particular the lack of
secure archaeological context, as well as uncertainties
regarding the size, distribution and character of the
original assemblage, and the possibility of further
collections from any one field or adjoining fields
(Wickham-Jones 2020b) – detailed analyses are not
undertaken on most of the individual assemblages.
Illus 5.2 Using the GPS

Illus 5.3 Fieldwalking in frost
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Illus 5.4 The area of geophysical survey at Nethermills Farm

Instead, in order to characterise the sites, a table of
lithic types is made along with a brief description
of each assemblage, noting any chronologically
significant types or other distinctive finds. Pie charts
of elements such as blade/flake proportions and core
types help to compare the nature of individual sites.
The basic site summaries (lithic catalogues, summary
tables and pie charts) are relayed back to the group
at frequent intervals in order to help to shape future
research design (for a discussion of the common
types of stone tools and methods of making them
see Ballin 2021a).
Once the lithic analysis is complete, regular
density plots of individual fields are produced (by
Irvine Ross in the case of the present project), and
these can be grouped to highlight trends along
the river or in discrete locations. As the work has
progressed, information relating to the geology
and geomorphology of the sites has been added
by Tipping and Kinnaird, as well as the results of
any relevant palaeoenvironmental research. In this
way, it is possible to build a detailed picture of the

survival of prehistoric archaeology along the river
and the contexts that have favoured human activity.
While Mesolithic Deeside research continues,
this report presents the results of fieldwork
undertaken to the end of 2019. Three sites (East
Park, Heughhead and Nethermills 4), have been
test pitted or excavated, and more detailed reports
from this work are included below (see 7 ‘Test pitted
sites’), after the results of fieldwalking.
5.2 Topographic and electromagnetic ground
conductivity survey of fields at Milton Cottage
and Nethermills Farm (MC, NM1–NM5),
Crathes
Richard Bates

A geophysical topographic and aerial survey was
conducted along the River Dee near Crathes in
order to provide background information for the
archaeological fieldwork by mapping topographic
information related to the river terraces in that reach
(Illus 5.4). The survey was undertaken as part of
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the ongoing archaeological investigation. Survey
was conducted by the Earth and Environmental
Sciences School of the University of St Andrews in
February 2017 using a CMD ground conductivity
meter (Illus 5.5) and Phantom 3 drone. Weather at
the site prior to survey had been dry and the fields
were not saturated.
5.2.1 Aims of the survey

The aim of the remote sensing survey was to provide
background information to the archaeological
fieldwork. Specifically, the survey had the following
objectives:
• Acquire topographic data to produce a
detailed (cm resolution) elevation map of
the site.
• Provide complete coverage aerial
photography for the site.
• Measure ground electrical conductivity
across key terrace features where
archaeological fieldwalking had identified
finds.
• Measure magnetic susceptibility across
terraces with archaeological finds.
The results of such a survey should provide
important information to facilitate understanding of
artefact distribution across the site and in particular
the relationship between the location of finds and
the palaeo-geomorphology of the River Dee.
5.2.2 Methodology: topography and aerial
photography

Topographic survey and aerial photography
have typically been performed from light aircraft
with specialised mapping equipment. Recent
developments with unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs)
fitted with high-resolution cameras means that both
topographic survey and photographic analysis can
be achieved cost-effectively. Topographic survey is
carried out through structure-from-motion (SfM)
photogrammetry techniques in specialised software
and, when applied together with ground control
points, it can achieve very high, near continuous,
cover survey.
For this survey a Phantom Pro 3 (DJI Ltd)
with onboard FC300X 12MP f/2.8 Sony Exmore

lens and sensor were used with ground control
points supplied from a differential GNSS unit,
model HIPER RTK-DGPS (Topcon). The GNSS
unit provided points to +/-1.5cm lateral and
+/-2.5cm vertical resolution. The software program
DroneDeploy was used to create flight plans for
full coverage with a minimum of 70% overlap.
Targets for ground control included 40cm crosses
plus additional unique features on the site such as
gate posts and wall terminations. The survey was
divided into a number of flight blocks with each
block estimated to be achieved within one flight
with adequate battery left at the end of the flight
for safe return to base. A minimum of five ground
control points were used per individual flight block.
Data processing was accomplished using Agiscoft
PhotoScan with the following routine:
• Initial (auto) photo alignment
• Generation of sparse point cloud
• Geo-referencing and optimisation of camera
model parameters
• Adjustment to ground control markers
• Dense point cloud construction
• Manual editing of dense cloud for outliers
• Mesh model
• Digital terrain builder
• Orthomosaic
• Export
Final results were imported as point clouds
and orthomosaics into ArcMap (ESRI). Where
the digital photography was taken under optimal
light conditions, that is with flat light at midday,
further colour balancing was not required. However,
orthomosaics produced with strong light variation
required colour balancing to saturation levels
to match those acquired at more uniform light
conditions. This was performed within ArcMap after
histogram analysis of colours.
5.2.3 Methodology: electromagnetic ground
conductivity mapping

Electromagnetic techniques have been extensively
developed and adapted over the last 15 years to map
lateral and vertical changes in ground conductivity.
Rather than directly applying an electrical current to
the ground as with direct current resistivity methods, an
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alternating current is applied to a primary transmitter
coil, usually at the ground surface, which creates a
changing magnetic field and thus, on passage through
the ground, secondary eddy currents are created that
are proportional to the ground conductivity. For
further details of this procedure reference should
be made to standard geophysical texts (for example,
Telford et al 1991), manufacturers’ technical notes
(Geonics Technical notes TN6 and 7, http://www.
geonics.com/html/technicalnotes.html, and CMD
Short Guide http://www.gfinstruments.cz/index.
php?menu=gi&smenu=iem&cont=cmd_&ear=dl),
and geophysical guides for best practice in
archaeological investigations produced by English
Heritage and others (Schmidt et al 2015). Typical
survey results for FDEM surveys are contour maps
of ground conductivity and magnetic susceptibility
values and 2D pseudo-geoelectric sections of
conductivity.
This survey was carried out in accordance with
the general guidance provided by English Heritage
in 2008. It was conducted using a CMD Explorer

electromagnetic ground conductivity meter (Gf
Instruments) to measure surface ground conductivity
and magnetic susceptibility. The specifications for
this instrument are provided in a data sheet on the
manufacturer’s website at http://www.gfinstruments.
cz).
The CMD Explorer uses a varying electromagnetic
field to measure changes in near-surface conductivity
simultaneously with three coil separations at 1.48m,
2.82m and 4.49m giving effective exploration
depths of approximately 2.2m, 4.2m and 6.7m
in vertical dipole arrangement (coils horizontal)
and 1.1m, 2.1m and 3.3m in horizontal dipole
arrangement (coils vertical), using an operating
frequency of 10kHz. Both apparent conductivity
and in-phase ratios are measured simultaneously
with the instrument at discrete intervals using the
differential GNSS unit. Positional information was
transmitted directly via cable to the CMD Explorer
data logger. Further information on the dGPS
system is available from the manufacturer at https://
www.topconpositioning.com/.

Illus 5.5 Using the ground conductivity meter
SAIR 97 | 32

Scottish Archaeological Internet Reports 97 2021

The meter is particularly sensitive to changes in
apparent ground conductivity resulting from changes
in soil and rock type. For example, clays and silts are
typically more conductive to electrical currents than
sands and gravels; saturated, and in particular saline
saturated, ground is typically more conductive than
non-saturated ground. The instrument is also sensitive
to metallic structures and sources of electromagnetic
radiation. The instrument is portable and can be
carried by a person or towed behind a small vehicle;
Illus 5.5 shows the instrument in use on the site,
where it was carried.
The instrument is factory calibrated but is also
calibrated to free-air zero at site. It was configured
for this survey using the vertical dipole arrangement
(see above). No formal grid was established at site,
but the operator surveyed on a pattern of broadly
north/south profiles approximately 5m apart.
5.2.4 Topography

Illus 5.6 shows the general topography of the area.
5.2.5 Ground conductivity

The map of ground conductivity derived from the
largest coil separation that averages values down to
approximately 6m beneath the ground surface (Illus
5.7) shows generally very low conductivity with a
range of values from 4 to 8mS/m. Despite the low
range, distinct patterns of ground type were recorded
that likely correlate with the changes in elevation
interpreted as the different terrace and channel
areas. Higher conductivity is also noted around field

boundaries and these are likely to be due to the
presence of metal such as fences and gates. To the
east, a zone of very low conductivity was mapped
in an approximately north/south orientation across
the easternmost part of field MC1.
5.2.6 Magnetic susceptibility

The map of magnetic susceptibility (Illus 5.8)
shows a small variation in signature with high
positive values associated with the metallic fences
surrounding the fields, with metal gates and farm
machinery usually located at the corners of the field.
Note that the field NM3 operated as a piggery in
the 1970s.
5.2.7 Discussion

Illus 5.9 shows the topography, ground conductivity
and magnetic susceptibility plotted out together
with the combined finds scatters from previous
fieldwalking exercises across the sites at Nethermills
Farm. The scatter patterns follow distinct topographic
and electric conductivity signatures, providing clear
confirmation of the way in which they appear to
follow a particular geomorphological feature,
namely the Camphill Terrace (see 4.2 ‘The terraces
of the Dee’; Illus 4.8). While the lack of similar
research relating to the higher Maryfield Terrace at
this point hinders interpretation of the significance
of this finding, the current research suggests that
for much of the Mesolithic the Camphill Terrace
provided an attractive surface for human activity.
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Illus 5.6 The topographical survey
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Illus 5.7 Results of the ground conductivity survey
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Illus 5.8 Results of the magnetic susceptibility survey
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Illus 5.9 Finds from previous (OFARS) fieldwalking exercises plotted against A the topography, B ground conductivity and C magnetic susceptibility
at Nethermills Farm. Fieldwalking by Mesolithic Deeside reveals a wider lithic distribution in NM4 (Illus 6.24)
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6. FIELDWALKED SITES

Sites are listed in alphabetical order. See the
maps below for location (Illus 6.1). The grid
references refer to the north-east point of a field,
bearing in mind that fields are often misshapen
and rarely lie according to the compass. A total
of 42 fields are covered here, from which over
11,000 lithics were recovered, representing at
least 15 archaeological sites and a span of human
activity covering some 10,000 years from around
12,000 bc to c 2000 bc. Finds from the Late
Upper Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, Neolithic and
Bronze Age were present.
6.1 Balbridie
6.1.1 Balbridie 1 (BB1)

NGR: NO 73860 95956
45m OD
4.89 hectares, 70–80 pieces per hectare
Walked 10 March 2019, cold and frosty but sunny,
18 walkers, 2m transects
Existing records from the field: a lithic scatter; and
a cropmark of a possible ring ditch
Canmore: NO79NW 13; NO79NW 20
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NW0010; NO79NW0018
The field sits on the Camphill Terrace on the
southern bank of the river. A total of 326 lithics
were found (Table 6.1), predominantly across the
northern half of the field (Illus 6.2) and generally
aligned along two palaeochannels running parallel to
the river and visible in the satellite imagery, raising
the possibility that the human activity was focused
between the palaeochannels.
The lithic assemblage indicates activity in both
the Late Mesolithic and the Neolithic. Most of the
cores are single-platform cores, but there is a mix
of other types as well. While the single leaf point
and the knife forms suggest an Early Neolithic
element to the site, there are also elements of Late
Neolithic flint working, such as the bipolar cores.
The assemblage is likely to derive from both the
manufacture and the use of stone tools.
One blade from the site has been singled out for
further study. A small blade of translucent honeycoloured flint was notable both for the fine quality

of the raw material and for a distinctive black band
running through the middle of the piece (Illus
6.3). A small patch of reddish adhesion on the left
side prompted analysis at the York Experimental
Archaeology Research Centre to investigate the
nature of the material, but it was not possible to
extract organic material for the identification of
the adhesion. Microscopic analysis of the blade by
Jess Bates revealed well-developed polish running
perpendicular to the edge of the flint with some fine
striations (Illus 6.4). As the polish was not particularly
invasive it is interpreted as fairly short-term use for
scraping plant material, perhaps soft green wood. An
activity such as whittling might well result in this sort
of polish, though other activities would have been
available (Bates, pers comm). This blade, with its
black central banding, is remarkably similar to a blade
from the Mesolithic site of Star Carr in Yorkshire
(Illus 6.5; Milner et al 2018).
6.1.2 Balbridie East (EB1; EB2; EB3)

EB1, NGR: NO 74658 95848; 7.3 hectares; 60–70
pieces per hectare
EB2, NGR: NO 74787 95802; 1.18 hectares;
50–60 pieces per hectare
EB3, NGR: NO 74799 95764; 1.04 hectares;
10–20 pieces per hectare
c 40m OD
Walked 15 April 2018, dry and sunny weather, 21
walkers, 2m transects
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NW0124
The three fields at East Balbridie (Illus 6.6)
lie on the Camphill Terrace and were selected
for investigation due to their proximity to the
lithic scatter site at Milton Cottage, part of the
larger spread of lithics at Crathes, which lies on
the opposite bank of the River Dee. A total of
518 lithics was found (Tables 6.2, 6.3 & 6.4),
spread widely across the fields but with a higher
concentration of material towards the centre in
EB2 (Illus 6.7). Together these fields have evidence
for activity from the Mesolithic into the Neolithic.
While there are some Late Neolithic types, notably
the bipolar cores, and a bifacial piece, most of
the evidence is likely to be Mesolithic or Early
Neolithic. Most of the assemblage is flint, but it is
supplemented by a few pieces of quartz.
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Illus 6.1 The location of fields walked. A Crathes to East Park; B to the east of Aboyne; C to the west of Aboyne. Note: field codes correspond to the
site entries below
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Illus 6.2 Balbridie 1, plot of the lithic assemblage against the topography
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Illus 6.3 Blade from Balbridie 1

Illus 6.5 Blades, top Balbridie 1, bottom Star Carr

Illus 6.4 Polish on the right side of the ventral face of the blade, interpreted as used for whittling soft
wood or vegetal material
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Table 6.1 Lithics from Balbridie 1

Balbridie (BB1)
Core

Flint
31

Retouched tools

11

Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Type
Single-platform 13
Right-angled 2
Opposed-platform 1
Multi-platform 4
Core fragment 6
Bipolar 2
Flaked pebble 3
Knife form 4
Scraper 3
Obliquely blunted blade 2
Microlith 1
Leaf point 1

116
83
21
43
16
0
321
28
9
5
Agate: blade and flake
Blue quartzite: blade 1, chunks 2
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6.3 Cairnballoch (CNB)

NGR: NO 77542 96587
5.17 hectares, 23 pieces per hectare
Existing records from the field: an enclosure;
cropmark
Canmore: NO79NE 37
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NE0048; NO79NE0052
Cairnballoch (Illus 6.8) lies to the west of, and
adjacent to, Nether Balfour (section 6.11). The
southern part of the field is on a large fragment
of the Lochton Terrace surface at around 45m
OD, but the northern part lies on steep ground in
the Lochton Sand and Gravel Formation sloping
down to the river. A total of 41 flaked lithics were
recovered (Table 6.6), comprising a flake-dominated
assemblage that includes a leaf point, two scrapers
and a strike-a-light. There are distinct similarities
between the lithic assemblages from the fields of
Cairnballoch and Nether Balfour, both of which
derive mainly from activity in the Neolithic and
Bronze Age.
6.4 Candieshill (CH1)
Illus 6.6 Balbridie East lies behind the trees,
viewed from the north bank of the river
6.2 Brigton West 1 (BW1)

NGR: NO 75235 95730
2.15 hectares, <2 pieces per hectare
Walked 16 April 2018, dry, field recently ploughed,
not well weathered, heavy walking, 1 walker, 6–7m
transects
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NW0130
Brigton West lies on the south bank of the river, to
the west of Durris Bridge. The field does not sit on
a specific terrace. It is in glacial till, sloping steeply
down to the Dee. It was walked for prospection
purposes and three flaked lithics were recovered
(Table 6.5). To the east, immediately on the other
side of Durris Bridge, lies the field of Brigton Farm
which was walked by Kenney, and from which nine
flints were recovered (Kenney 1993).

NGR: NO 74346 96692
c 60m OD
3.75 hectares, 0–10 pieces per hectare
Walked 5 February 2017, 12–15 walkers, 2m
transects
Existing records: cropmark
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NW0024; NO79NW0120; NO79NW0131
The fields at Candieshill sit back from the river on
the northern bank, on an uneven, kettled, surface
of the Lochton Terrace. A total of 26 lithics were
collected, spread across the surface of the field. This
field is located between the scatters at Crathes and
the site at Warren Field.
A small assemblage of 26 pieces of worked flint
was recovered (Illus 6.9; Table 6.7). This included
three blades and four retouched pieces, as well as
two cores: a multi-platform core and a bipolar core.
Many of the pieces suggest Late Neolithic flint
working, including both of the cores, though all of
the retouched pieces were knife forms and possibly
indicative of activity in the earlier Neolithic.
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Illus 6.7 Lithic distribution at Balbridie East
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Table 6.2 Lithics from East Balbridie 1

East Balbridie 1 (EB1)
Core

Retouched tools

Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
36

14

Type
Single-platform 20
Multi-platform 2
Opposed-platform 1
Flaked chunk 3
Bipolar 2
Core fragment 6
Flaked pebble 2
Awl 1
Bifacial 1
Edge retouched 1
Scraper 7
Knife form 1
Notched 1
Obliquely blunted blade 1
Serrated blade 1

186
83
45
67
0
2
432
11
7
Quartz: bipolar core, chunks 3, flakes 9
Rhyolite: pebble
Black fine-grained stone
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Table 6.3 Lithics from East Balbridie 2

East Balbridie 2 (EB2)
Core

Flint
7

Retouched tools

Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Type
Single-platform 1
Multi-platform 4
Right-angled 1
Core fragment 1
Edge retouched 2
Scraper 1
Obliquely blunted blade 1
Spokeshave 1

5

22
3
6
10
0
1
54
1
0
Mudstone? chunk

Table 6.4 Lithics from East Balbridie 3

East Balbridie 3 (EB3)
Core
Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
1
0
8
3
0
5
0
1
18
0
0
0

Type
Core fragment 1
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Table 6.5 Lithics from Brigton West

Brigton West (BW)
Core
Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
0
0
0
1
1
1
0
0
3
0
0
0

Illus 6.8 The field at Cairnballoch from the east,
sloping down to the River Dee
Table 6.6 Lithics from Cairnballoch

Cairnballoch (CNB)
Core
Retouched tools

Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
2
6

Type
Opposed-platform 1
Core fragment 1
Leaf point 1
Edge retouched 1
Scraper 2
Knife 1
Strike-a-light 1

13
1
11
6
0
2
41
0
0
0
SAIR 97 | 51

Illus 6.9 Lithic distribution at Candieshill
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Table 6.7 Lithics from Candieshill

Candieshill (CH1)
Core

Flint
2

Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

4
13
3
3
1
0
0
26
2
0
0

6.5 Crathes Castle (CC1)

NGR: NO 73569 96565
c 50m OD
12.49 hectares, 0–10 pieces per hectare
Walked 19 February 2017, 12–15 walkers, 2m
transects
Existing records from the field: a number of historic
sites: aviary; ice-house; burial ground; ha-ha
Canmore: NO79NW 135; NO79NW 142;
NO79NW 8.09; NO79NW 128
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NW0052; NO79NW0117; NO79NW0121
Crathes Castle field sits above the river. The highest
part of the field lies on the Lochton Terrace, the
surface of which is kettled and crossed by shallow
palaeochannels. The original terrace surface has not
survived here. A small stretch of Maryfield Terrace
has been identified in the south of the field. Twentyseven lithics were recovered (Table 6.8), spread
thinly across the field (Illus 6.10). They are not
indicative of a period.
6.6 East Park 1 (EP1)

NGR: NO 79455 98296
9.61 hectares, >300 pieces per hectare
Walked in 2016 (2 walkers), 5 March 2017, 26

Type
Multi-platform 1
Bipolar 1
Knife form 4

January, 9 and 17 February 2019 (12–15 walkers).
Mixed wind and rain, 2m transects
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NE0023; NO79NE0126
The large field at East Park (Illus 6.11) is
geomorphologically complex and the full details
of this are set out below in the discussion of test
pitting at the site (see 7.2 ‘East Park, Drumoak’).
While the north-west of the field, around East Park
Farm, is not a terrace surface, the northern half
of the field does preserve an undulating fragment
of the Maryfield Terrace, lying at around 35m
OD, from the western end of which a steep slope
falls south towards the river. At its base a narrow
surface around 30m OD, and 6m above the present
surface of the Dee, correlates altitudinally with the
Camphill Terrace, though OSL analyses of relative
deposition profiles (see 7.2.1 ‘Geomorphology and
pIRSL/pOSL analyses’) suggest that it formed at
a different time. In the east a different landscape
has been preserved. A large undulating surface
some 1.5–2m below the Maryfield Terrace may
represent a fortuitously preserved late-stage deposit
of the terrace. Adjacent slopes are gentle, but later
fluvial incision has created a steep slope that falls to
the river, interrupted in places by a narrow surface
which is poorly developed except near Park Bridge.
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Illus 6.10 Lithic distribution at Crathes Castle
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Table 6.8 Lithics from Crathes Castle

Crathes Castle
Core
Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
2

Type
Single-platform 1
Core fragment 1

0
5
5
6
5
3
0
26
8
0
Rhyolite chunk

This surface is not correlated with the Camphill or
Maryculter Terraces.
The field has been investigated archaeologically
several times, and there has also been a collection
of lithics along the footpath between the field and
the river (Tables 7.8 & 7.9). In addition, it was test

pitted in 2018. Prior to the test pitting, only the
lowest portion of the field, alongside the river, had
been walked. This resulted in the recording of 648
lithics, the provenance of which is included in the
wider discussion below (see 7.2.4 ‘East Park: lithic
distribution’). The total number of lithics from East

Illus 6.11 East Park from the east
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Illus 6.12 Lithic distribution at East Park
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Park (including test pitting, further fieldwalking,
and an assemblage of 260 pieces collected by
students from the University of Aberdeen on a
fieldwalking exercise in 2018) numbers 3,948 pieces.
The assemblages have clearly accumulated over a
considerable period of time and include artefacts
typical of Late Upper Palaeolithic, Mesolithic and
Neolithic activity. The lithics seem to concentrate
along the southern and eastern (lower) edge of
the Maryfield Terrace and on the slopes falling to
the river (Illus 6.12), and the significance of the
geomorphological complexity for interpreting this
spatial patterning is left to the longer discussion
below (7.2.4 ‘East Park: lithic distribution’). Overall,
the assemblage contains a high number of cores
and blades, both retouched and unretouched. The
lithic assemblages from the different episodes of
investigation have been combined and are discussed
in the test pit report, below (7.2.2 ‘Lithics’).
6.7 Heughhead 1 & 2 (HH1; HH2)

HH1, NGR: NO 50019 98814; 150m; 2.3 hectares;
<1 piece per hectare
HH2, NGR: NO 50221 98920; 2.21 hectares;
>100 pieces per hectare
Walked 23 and 24 March 2019, windy but sunny
with heavy rain on the second day
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO59NW0117; NO49NE0159
These two fields sit on a till surface above two
lower river terraces, towards the present river.
The highest of these terraces is considered to have
formed in the Younger Dryas Stadial because of the
superb examples of braided river palaeochannels
that cross it, a morphology absent on Holocene
terrace surfaces (Maizels 1985; Maizels & Aitken
1991). However, it has not been dated. The British
Geological Survey (1996: Merritt et al 2003) maps
this terrace as a lateral equivalent of the Camphill
Terrace, which itself is likely to be earlier than the
Younger Dryas (as dated by the occurrence of Late
Upper Palaeolithic artefacts). The lower terrace
surface at Heughhead is probably the Maryculter
Terrace. A total of 239 lithics were recorded in the
higher of the two fields, concentrated towards the
lower slopes of the field (Illus 6.13), possibly due
to the impact of colluviation. Only two pieces were
found on the lower surface. This site was also test

pitted (see 7.3 ‘Heughhead’; discussion of the lithics
is included there).
6.8 Kincardine O’Neil 1, 2 & 3 (KON1; KON2;
KON3)

KON1, NGR: NO 59471 99374; c 98m OD; 7.62
hectares; 20–30 pieces per hectare
KON2, NGR: NO 59166 99567; 4.05 hectares;
10–20 pieces per hectare
KON3, NGR: NO 58782 99418; 2.51 hectares;
10–20 pieces per hectare
97–99m OD
Walked 21 and 31 January 2018, overcast and
damp, cold with a hard frost, and 2 March 2019,
windy but bright, between 18 and 24 volunteers,
2m transects broadening to 4m in 2019
Existing records: a polished axehead, medieval
hospital, old parish church
Canmore: NO59NE 63; NO59NE 6; NO59NE 1
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO59NE0019; NO59NE0023; NO59NE0024;
NO59NE0039; NO59NE0058; NO59NE0005;
NO59NE0132; NO59NE0133; NO59NE0134
Three contiguous fields along the left bank, some
3m to 4m above the east-flowing River Dee, were
walked in 2018 and 2019. They are flat terrace
surfaces, mapped on BGS Geoindex as alluvium
(ie the Maryculter Terrace equivalent). This is
likely to be in error because GE imagery shows
Fields KON1 and KON2 to have ploughed-out
north/south trending medial bars that probably
comprised parts of a braided river system. The one
civil engineering borehole (British Geological survey
reference: NO59NE10; http://scans.bgs.ac.uk/sobi_
scans/boreholes/15941296/images/16229044.html)
records coarse gravel to the surface. The terrace is
probably the Camphill Terrace equivalent. The
lithics are scattered fairly uniformly across the fields,
with a slightly higher concentration to the east in
KON1. A total of 278 pieces was found (Tables 6.9,
6.10 & 6.11), distributed across the surface of the
field (Illus 6.14). In general, there are few retouched
pieces, and the assemblages are dominated by
flakes, though KON1 also has a high proportion
of blades to flakes. Though chronologically specific
pieces are lacking, the assemblages suggest activity
predominantly in the Neolithic with, perhaps, some
Mesolithic elements.
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Illus 6.13 Lithic distribution at Heughhead
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Illus 6.14 Lithic distribution at Kincardine O’Neil
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Table 6.9 Lithics from Kincardine O’Neil 1

Kincardine O’Neil 1 (KON1)
Core

Flint
22

Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

0
86
32
36
14
0
0
190
12
3
0

Type
Single-platform 8
Multi-platform 2
Opposed-platform 2
Bipolar 1
Core fragment 9

Table 6.10 Lithics from Kincardine O’Neil 2

Kincardine O’Neil 2 (KON2)
Core

Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
6

2
22
5
11
7
3
1
57
9
1
Agate: knife form
Chalcedony:
pebble 1, blade 1

Type
Single-platform 2
Core fragment 3
Bipolar 1
Scraper 2
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Table 6.11 Lithics from Kincardine O’Neil 3

Kincardine O’Neil 3 (KON3)
Core

Flint
3

Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

2
12
6
2
1
1
1
28
6
0
0

Type
Single-platform 1
Core fragment 1
Bipolar 1
Scraper 2

6.9 Knappach (KNP1)

6.10 Mosside 1 (MS1)

NGR: NO 72629 96142
c 43m OD
5.84 hectares, 6 pieces per hectare
Walked 15 March 2017, dry sunny, well weathered,
12–15 walkers
Existing records: Dr Grieve recorded a flint scatter
at Birkwood to the west, NO 71802 96195; a cist
burial containing a late 3rd-millennium bc Beaker
and other artefacts including fragments of a copper
awl, is also recorded as having been ploughed up,
and excavated, on the south bank of this field
(Lelong 2019).
Canmore: NO79NW 12; NO79NW 79
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment
Record: NO79NW0009; NO79NW0081;
NO79NW0122

NGR: NO 80259 99116
35–37m OD
3.89 hectares, 2 pieces per hectare
NB: A pipeline runs through this field
Walked 19 April 2018, dry, sunny, well weathered,
1 walker
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO89NW0100

Knappach lies to the east of Balbridie, to the south
of the river, on a narrow surface of the Camphill
Terrace (Illus 6.15). The end rigs and western section
of the field were walked for prospection purposes.
Thirty-two lithics were recovered (Illus 6.16; Table
6.12), suggesting activity in the Late Neolithic, as
well as other periods. There were three cores, and
three retouched pieces.

The field at Mosside lies to the north of the river,
about a kilometre to the east of East Park. Most of the
field is in a kettled surface of the Lochton Terrace. The
western end rig was walked for prospection purposes
and eight pieces of flint were recovered including a
single blade and the fragment of a core (Table 6.13).
There was also a single quartz flake. The assemblage
was not diagnostic to a particular period.
6.11 Nether Balfour (NB1)

NGR: NO 77893 96829
44–45m OD
9.81 hectares, 29.66 pieces per hectare (only 33%
of the field surface was walked)
Walked in winter 2001, 17 January 2002, January
2003, 24 January 2003, 26 January 2003, 7, 14 and
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Illus 6.15 Fieldwalking at Knappach on the south bank of the River Dee

Table 6.12 Lithics from Knappach

Knappach (KNP1)
Core
Retouched tools

Flint
3
3

Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

11
3
2
4
4
2
32
4
4
0

Type
Single-platform 3
End scraper 2
Edge retouched 1
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Illus 6.16 Lithic distribution at Knappach (note that only the western section of the field was walked)
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Table 6.13 Lithics from Mosside

Mosside 1 Drumoak
Core
Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
1
0
1
1
1
4
0
0
8
0
0
Quartz: flake

Type
Core fragment 1

22 February 2003, 1 and 16 March 2003. Ploughed
and well weathered, 1 walker, 6–7m transects
Existing records: a motte, Castle Hill, Durris, is
recorded adjacent to the field
Canmore: NO79NE 1
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NE0001
Nether Balfour lies on the south side of the river
(Illus 6.17). As at adjacent Cairnballoch (see 6.3
‘Cairnballoch (CNB)’), the southern part of this
field occupies a large fragment of the Lochton
Terrace, but the northern part is on steep ground
in the Lochton Sand and Gravel Formation, sloping
to the river. It was walked on several occasions, and
a total of 97 flaked lithics was found (though not
plotted by dGPS); in addition, there was a bead of
black glass. The adjoining fields at Nether Balfour
and Cairnballoch yielded very similar assemblages
which are likely to form part of a single spread. The
assemblages are flake dominated (Table 6.14), and
this, together with the retouched pieces, suggests
activity from the Neolithic into the Bronze Age.
6.12 Nethermills Farm
6.12.1 Nethermills Farm 1 and 2 (NM1; NM2)

NM1
NGR: NO 75179 96056
7.43 hectares, 24 pieces per hectare

Illus 6.17 Nether Balfour: field view
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Table 6.14 Lithics from Nether Balfour

Nether Balfour 1
Core

Flint
9

Retouched tools

12

Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Type
Single-platform 1
Opposed-platform 1
Multi-platform 3
Bipolar 2
Core fragment 1
Flaked pebble 1
Leaf point 1
Awl 1
Edge retouched 3
Scraper 4
Knife 1
Strike-a-light 1
Notched 1

26
6
29
13
2
2
99
6
4
Block of rhyolite?

Walked 25 January 2003 and August 2006, 1 walker
Existing records: flint scatter, named Durris
Bridge by Canmore, and Crathes Mains by the
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record
Canmore: NO79NE 24; NO79NE 94
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NE0022
NM2
NGR: NO 75331 96244
8.1 hectares, 67 pieces per hectare
Walked 5 January 2004, 25 October 2017, 18 and
24 February 2018
Existing records: flint scatter
Canmore: NO79NE 23; NO79NE 29
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NE0028; NO79NE0099

Field NM1 (Illus 6.18) is immediately downstream
of Milton Cottage (field MC, previously walked
by OFARS). The northern part of the field lies on
the Camphill Terrace, reduced here to a width of
c 60m. It has east/west trending palaeochannels. The
wider (c 150m) southern part lies on the Maryculter
Terrace. Channels on this terrace surface cut across
the floodplain to the north-east. Field NM1 is
Grieve’s Site A (as recorded by Roger Daly in an
unpublished transcript of Grieve’s handwritten
notes held by Aberdeen City Museums). Grieve
associated the densest concentrations of lithics
with small mounds of sand and gravel rising
above the terrace surface. These have not been
mapped but may be gravel bars. The most recent
fieldwalking at Nethermills Farm 1 yielded 181
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Illus 6.18 Nethermills Farm, NM1, from the south

lithics (Table 6.15), almost entirely confined to the
Camphill Terrace (Illus 6.19), with a few scattered
across the surface of the Maryculter Terrace
surface.
On Nethermills Farm 2 (Illus 6.20), to the
east of Durris Bridge, the spatial distribution of
lithics on the surface of the ground reflects the
river terrace stratigraphy. The field is c 400m
long north to south and contains three terrace
surfaces. Furthest north, Maryfield Terrace gravels
at c 42.5m OD surround and partly erode a ridge
of unmodified glacial debris. A break of slope falls
to the Camphill Terrace at 37m OD. A further
break of slope falls to a thin spread of sand in the
Maryculter Terrace at around 35.5m OD, 2.5m
above the present surface of the Dee. Nethermills
Farm 2 yielded 470 lithics (Table 6.16). Assuming
that all parts of the field have been walked equally,
the great majority of lithics in several campaigns
of fieldwalking have been recovered in ploughed

soil from the Camphill Terrace (Illus 6.21). Very
few pieces have been recovered from the higher
and older Maryfield Terrace. A few lithics have
been retrieved from the steep slope separating the
Camphill and Maryculter Terraces, and on the
Maryculter Terrace, although colluvial processes
probably associated with plough-disturbance may
have been responsible for this lower spread.
6.12.2 Nethermills Farm 3 & 4 (NM3; NM4)

NM3
NGR: NO 75757 96362
35m OD
8.68 hectares, 2 pieces per hectare
Walked in May 2002, 1 walker
NM4
NGR: NO 76069 96524
35m OD
8.54 hectares, >300 pieces per hectare
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Illus 6.19 Lithic distribution at Nethermills Farm NM1 (note that finds from earlier fieldwalking by OFARS in 2008 have been included)
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Illus 6.20 Nethermills Farm NM2, from the south-east. The Maryfield Terrace surface lies at the rear of the
field, falling to the Camphill Terrace in the centre and down to the Maryculter Terrace in the foreground
Table 6.15 Lithics from Nethermills Farm 1

NM1
Core

Retouched tools

Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
11

9

Type
Single-platform 7
Core fragment 1
Bipolar 1
Flaked pebble 2
Knife 1
Scraper 2
Edge retouched 2
Awl 2
Strike-a-light 2

87
43
10
17
4
0
181
21
0
Quartz crystal
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Illus 6.21 Lithic distribution at Nethermills Farm NM2
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Table 6.16 Lithics from Nethermills Farm 2

NM2

Flint

Core

37

Retouched tools

18

Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Type
Single-platform 19
Right-angled 1
Multi-platform 6
Discoidal 2
Core fragment 7
Flaked pebble 2
Obliquely blunted 2
Knife 4
Scraper 7
Edge retouched 4
Notched 1

191
129
40
50
1
0
466
22
0
Quartz: flakes 3
Rhyolite: flake

Walked 18 March 2017, 10 and 24 March 2018, 1
and 7 April 2018. Wet weather with rain and snow
at first; dry sunshine in April
Existing records: a lithic scatter
Canmore: NO79NE 23
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NE0021
Both Nethermills Farm 3 (Illus 6.22) and Nethermills
Farm 4 (Illus 6.23) lie on a broad section of Camphill
Terrace coarse gravel that lies slightly lower than
the general trend along the reach. The gravel in
field NM4, where test pitting was undertaken,
is partially covered by sand, in two broad bands
separated by a subdued gravel ridge, likely to be a
river bar. The sand may date to deglaciation, but it
may represent postglacial, Late Devensian, fluvial
sediment. Ten test pits were excavated and sampled

in February 2019 for luminescence (OSL) profiling
and the interpretation of these for understanding
the geomorphology is discussed below (see 7.1.1
‘Geomorphology’). Several palaeochannels cross the
terrace surface, cutting into the sand. At least two,
in the northern parts of the fields, are filled with
peat. Pollen-analytical investigation of one channel
suggests the basal peat is Early Holocene in date
(Ewan 1981; Tipping 2007; Wickham-Jones et al
2017) and thus that the channels were not active
by then. Local woodland indicates dry conditions
throughout the Holocene, able to support Corylus
and later Quercus (Ewan 1981), and it seems that
only the highest floods deposited sediment on the
terrace surface.
Field NM3 was walked by Grieve in the 1970s,
who regarded it as a prolific location but combined
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Illus 6.22 Nethermills Farm NM3 from the south

Illus 6.23 Nethermills Farm NM4 from the south-west; the older, higher Maryfield Terrace can be seen
running along the centre of the photograph at the back of the lower field surface

the lithics he recovered from NM3 and NM4 into
one collection. It has also been walked by OFARS
and in 2002 by Duthie of Mesolithic Deeside, who
recovered 16 pieces, all blades, flakes and chunks
(Table 6.17). It has not, so far, been walked by
Mesolithic Deeside. In field NM4, the excavation
1978–81 and test pitting in 2019 (below) indicate
that the surface of the field has become increasingly
truncated between these two episodes, so that few, if
any, features of the sort recorded in the excavation
now survive. The archaeological significance of the
site has thus declined with time. A total of 3,159
pieces were recovered by fieldwalking in NM4 in
2017 and 2018 (Illus 6.24) and are listed here (Table
6.18); in addition, there is a small assemblage of
433 pieces which was recovered during the test
pitting in 2019 and these are covered below in
the discussion of the test pitting exercise (see 7.1

‘Nethermills Farm (NM4)’). It should be noted
that there are other lithic assemblages from these
fields and a publication to bring together the whole
collection is in preparation (Wickham-Jones 2020a;
Wickham-Jones in prep).
These fields have been extensively walked since
the 1970s (Wickham-Jones 2020a). It is not
possible to plot the density of every collection,
but, in general, higher densities reflect the subtle
topographic variation with particular concentrations
on the gravel bar across the middle of the Camphill
Terrace (Illus 6.24). In some instances, lithics occur
along the edges of the palaeochannels. Though there
is undoubtedly scope for some of the lithics to have
been moved during fluvial activity, the recording of
surviving Mesolithic and later features below the
ploughsoil during excavation between 1978 and
1981 (Wickham-Jones et al 2017) indicates that
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Table 6.17 Lithics from Nethermills Farm 3

NM3
Core
Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
0
0
7
4
5
0
0
0
16
0
0
0

Type

at that time parts of the site were preserved with
little disturbance. It may be that human activity
in the Mesolithic was focused along the surface of
the river bar, which formed a drier island within
the braided river channel, itself demarcated by the
palaeochannels on either side.
6.12.3 Nethermills Farm 5 (NM5)

NGR: NO 76364 96771
7.47 hectares, 7–10 pieces per hectare
Walked 7 April 2018. Warm, dry weather, 20
walkers, 5m transects
Existing records: a lithic scatter; a ditch
Canmore: NO79NE 99
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NE0131
Nethermills Farm 5 lies to the east of Nethermills
Farm 4 and, though a continuation of the Camphill
Terrace, is slightly lower than it. Because it is lower,
it is mapped as the Maryculter Terrace. The farmer
reports the impact of extensive flooding at times on
this field, which has resulted in the erosion of topsoil
to the extent that soil had to be imported from
elsewhere. Forty-five lithics were recorded (Table
6.19), primarily in the western (higher) part of the
field. These included a relatively high percentage of
blades to flakes and other indicators of Mesolithic
activity.

6.12.4 Nethermills Farm 6 & 7 (NM6; NM7)

c 45m OD
NM6
NGR: NO 76364 96978
3.44 hectares, 0–10 pieces per hectare
NM7
NGR: NO 76049 96872
3.10 hectares, 10–20 pieces per hectare
Walked 28 January 2017, 12–15 walkers, 2m transects
Existing records: three possible ring ditches and a
series of pits
Canmore: NO79NE 48
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NE0055; NO79NE0145
Fields NM6 and NM7 are set back from the river
to the north of NM5, above the Camphill Terrace
on a highly dissected surface of the Lochton Sand
and Gravel Formation, at their highest point about
50m OD. Satellite imagery (Illus 6.25) shows that
the surface of the gravel ridge in NM7 and to the
west is cut by a series of gullies running downslope
towards the river. The slope of these channels
indicates that they are postglacial in date. They have
not been dated but the Coy Burn, in the centre of
the image, lies in a deep gully which extends north
to the moraines that mark the maximum extent of
the Loch of Park (Illus 4.4). It is likely that the only
time the gullies etching into the gravels west of the
Coy Burn were active was during the maximum
extent of the Loch of Park, during deglaciation: the
gullies are essentially overflow channels draining
across country to the Dee.
A total of 66 lithics were recorded across
these fields (Tables 6.20 & 6.21; Illus 6.25) in a
distribution that, in NM7, reflects the location of
one of the gullies. These assemblages are not large
and do not contain material indicative of specific
periods; they could reflect activity at any time from
Mesolithic through to the Bronze Age. The uniform
size distribution of lithics along the gully suggests
that this reflects a focus of human activity, in contrast
to the pattern in NM6 which is spread more widely.
Recent excavation at Nether Park, immediately to
the east of NM7, uncovered evidence for activity
from the Mesolithic to the Bronze Age, probably in
the form of a series of unrelated short-term visits by
small groups (Murray & Murray 2021).
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Table 6.18 Lithics from Nethermills Farm 4

NM4
Core

Retouched tools

Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
178

94

Type
Single-platform 80
Right-angled 9
Opposed-platform 8
Multi-platform 24
Discoidal 1
Core fragment 21
Bipolar 9
Flaked pebble 26
Microlith 17
Obliquely blunted blade 14
Scraper 32
Edge retouched 16
Knife form 4
Notched 3
Awl 5
Microburin 3

1,198
769
230
556
133
0
3,158
180
89
Rhyolite: pebble
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Table 6.19 Lithics from Nethermills Farm 5

NM5
Core
Retouched tools

Flint
2
4

Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Type
Single-platform 2
Scraper 2
Obliquely blunted blade 1
Bifacial 1

16
9
1
12
1
0
45
1
0
0

Table 6.20 Lithics from Nethermills Farm 6

NM6
Core
Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
1
3
13
1
0
2
2
1
23
2
2
0

Type
Core fragment
Scraper 3
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Illus 6.25 Lithic distribution at Nethermills Farm NM6, to the east of the Coy Burn, and NM7 to the west
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Table 6.21 Lithics from Nethermills Farm 7

NM7
Core
Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
1
0
15
5
7
7
7
0
42
9
5
Quartz flake

6.12.5 Nethermills Farm 9 (NM9)

NGR: NO 75499 96624
c 45m OD
11.32 hectares, <1 piece per hectare
Walked 30 August 2017
Nethermills Farm 9 lies on the Lochton Terrace
surface between Nethermills Farm 2 and Upper
Mills 1. The surface is uneven due to a high number
of meltwater channels which criss-cross it. One flint
flake was collected.
6.13 Park Smiddy (PS1; PS2)

45–50m OD
PS1
NGR: NO 77841 97846;
4.01 hectares, 10–20 pieces per hectare
PS2
NGR: NO 77561 97641
2.25 hectares, 10–20 pieces per hectare
Walked 4 and 10 February 2018, bright sunny
weather, 14 walkers, 2m transects
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NE0132
Park Smiddy 1 and 2 are two fields set back some
500m to the north of the river, on an eroded
surface of the Maryfield Terrace. A total of 102
lithics were recovered, scattered mainly across the
central and higher part of the fields (Tables 6.22 &

Type
Single-platform

6.23; Illus 6.26), on the least eroded fragments. The
assemblages are dominated by flakes and there is
only one retouched piece, a scraper. The presence of
bipolar cores is generally indicative of flint working
in the Late Neolithic, though bipolar working also
occurred in small quantity on some Early Neolithic
sites along the Dee, as at Warren Field, Crathes
(Warren 2009: 102).
6.14 Potarch (PT1)

NGR: NO 60610 97436
3.38 hectares, 26 pieces per hectare
Walked 12 and 29 May 2017, 2 June 2017. Dry
and sunny, late ploughed and late sown but well
weathered, 1 walker, 3–4m transects
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO69NW0065
The field at Potarch lies on the south bank of the
Dee (Illus 6.27), around 2.5km downstream of the
Kincardine O’Neil fields but in a contrasting setting,
within a narrow bedrock-dominated gorge of the
river, c 100m upstream of the rapids of Jock Young’s
Leap. The field, just over 400m long and around
100m wide, was mapped by the British Geological
Survey (1996) as a lateral equivalent of the Camphill
Terrace. Eighty-eight lithics were recovered (Table
6.24), mainly indicative of activity in the Mesolithic.
LiDAR data and Google Earth imagery, particularly
from 2007 when the field was ploughed, show the
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Table 6.22 Lithics from Park Smiddy 1

Park Smiddy 1 (PS1)
Core

Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
9

1
28
4
8
7
3
1
61
0
3
0

Type
Single-platform 4
Multi-platform 2
Core fragment 2
Flaked pebble 1
Scraper

Table 6.23 Lithics from Park Smiddy 2

Park Smiddy 2 (PS2)
Core

Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
3

Type
Multi-platform 1
Core fragment 1
Bipolar 1

0
27
3
5
3
0
0
41
0
3
0
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Illus 6.27 The field at Potarch, seen on the left of the photograph, from the east. The rapids at Jock
Young’s Leap lie in the foreground

strongly linear distribution of the lithic scatter to
border, to the south, a single, nearly continuous
c 9m wide palaeochannel parallel to the present
Dee, black in colour and almost certainly peat-filled
(Illus 6.28). A relation between the lithics and the
palaeochannel seems clear, although soil colour
changes might suggest that sediment north of the
channel is different, probably younger and perhaps
burying artefacts. In addition, a line of roughly
circular anomalies is visible on satellite images such
as Google Earth (Illus 6.29), along the lower edge
of the terrace.

6.15.2 Upper Balfour Middle East (UB2)

6.15 Upper Balfour (UB)

Various locations have been fieldwalked at Upper
Balfour and are combined below. All lie on a slope
in glacial till. The site comprises several fields lying
to the south of the site at Nether Balfour. All were
walked by a single walker as reconnaissance exercises
and this fieldwalking did not involve the use of
dGPS to plot finds.

NGR: NO 78585 96477
7.27 hectares
Walked in winter 1999, spring 2000, November
2000, 17 November 2001, 27 January 2002, 5 April
2002, 1 May 2002, 17 May 2003
Existing records: two areas of darkened earth, bronze
axe
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NE0134; NO79NE0020

6.15.1 Upper Balfour 30 acre (UB1)

6.15.5 Upper Balfour 22 Acre (UB5)

NGR: NO 79267 97073
12.56 hectares

NGR: NO 78349 96379
9.46 hectares

NGR: NO 78978 96595
8.09 hectares
Walked 24 March 2002 and 12 May 2003
6.15.3 Upper Balfour Steading (UB3)

NGR: NO 78811 96677
4.82 hectares
Walked 30 March 2002, 1 and 2 April 2002
6.15.4 Upper Balfour Dam Park (UB4)
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Illus 6.29 Aerial imagery of the field at Potarch shows the palaeochannels and the circular anomalies.
A Google Earth imagery 2020 © CNES/Airbus Getmapping plc Maxar Technologies; B Drone image
September 2020
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Table 6.24 Lithics from Potarch

Potarch (PT1)
Core

Flint
7

Retouched tools

11

Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

38
13
10
3
6
0
88
22
3
0

Type
Single-platform 3
Core fragment 3
Bipolar 1
Obliquely blunted blade 2
Notched blade 4
End scraper 2
Edge retouched 2
Awl 1

Walked 17, 20, 24, 26 June 2000, 28 July 2001 –
field then in grass – 26 and 29 June 2006

mainly indicative of activity in the Late Neolithic
and Early Bronze Age (Table 6.25).

6.15.6 Upper Balfour Woodlands (UB6)

6.16 Upper Mills 1 & 2 (UM1; UM2)

NGR: NO 78718 96198
7.23 hectares
Walked May 2001, 20 April 2002, May 2002, May
2003, March 2014
Existing records: polished stone axe and possible
Mesolithic blades were found in this field (and not
as recorded by Canmore)
Canmore: NO79NE 102
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NE0124

c 50m OD
UM1
NGR: NO 75419 96657
2.35 hectares, 0–10 pieces per hectare
Walked 25 February 2017, 12–15 walkers, 2m transects
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NE0129
UM2
NGR: NO 75568 97112
5.91 hectares, 0–10 pieces per hectare
Walked 27 January 2018. Sunny but with a cold
wind and muddy underfoot. 15 walkers, 2m
transects across 70% of the field working from the
eastern end
Existing record: cup marked stone
Canmore: NO79NE 16
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NE0133

6.15.7 Upper Balfour Football Pitch (UB7)

NGR: NO 78298 95848
0.73 hectares
2 lithics collected when football pitch was being
reseeded, 1 July 2000
The assemblage of 92 pieces from Upper Balfour is
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Table 6.25 Lithics from Upper Balfour

Upper Balfour
Core

Retouched tools

Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
7

Type
Disc core 2
Multi-platform 1
Bipolar 2
Core fragment 2
Chisel arrowhead 2
Scraper 5
Microlith 1
Awl 1
Knife 3
Edge retouched 3

15

33
9
7
16
2
3
92
9
3
19 pieces of possibly
worked quartz

The field at Upper Mills 1 lies to the east of
Candieshill on the surface of the Lochton Terrace
which is hummocky and uneven here. Five lithics
were collected (Table 6.26). Upper Mills 2 lies
slightly higher, in till, and 15 lithics were collected
(Table 6.27), spread across the field (Illus 6.30).
6.17 Wester Durris (WD)

NGR: NO 76413 96325
48.56 hectares, 10–20 pieces per hectare in WD1
and WD2
Walked August 2000, September 2000, January
2001, January 2002, March 2002, March 2003,
March 2005, March 2017, 12 and 20 January
2019, mixed weather. 15–20 walkers in 2019, 2m
transects
Aberdeenshire Historic Environment Record:
NO79NE0127; NO79NE0128

The site at Wester Durris occupies 11 fields on the
south side of the River Dee, opposite Nethermills
Farm. These fields adjoin those of Cairnballoch and
Nether Balfour which lie immediately to the east.
The surface of the Wester Durris fields falls some
17m towards the river. Together they cover a variety
of superficial deposits. The southern parts of fields
WD1 and WD2 slope because they are in heavily
channelled and hummocky till. At the base of this
slope, around 35.5m OD, is a narrow sliver of the
Camphill Terrace, c 60m wide at most. This narrows
eastward, cut out by a shallow palaeochannel which
forms the southern edge of an extensive fragment of
the Maryculter Terrace and, next to the Dee, recent
vegetated point bar deposits. Most of field WD3,
and all of field GLCh are in hummocky glaciofluvial
deposits of the Lochton Sand and Gravel Formation.
Field GLHF is a terrace on the Sheeoch Burn and
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Table 6.26 Lithics from Upper Mills 1

Upper Mills 1 (UM1)
Core
Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
0
0
3
0
1
0
1
0
5
2
0
0

Type

Table 6.27 Lithics from Upper Mills 2

Upper Mills 2 (UM2)
Core
Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
1
0
9
1
2
1
0
1
15
1
0
0

cannot strictly be correlated with the Dee terraces,
although the British Geological Survey mapped this
as equivalent to the Camphill Terrace.
A general scatter of 186 lithics runs across the
fields (Tables 6.28, 6.29, 6.30 & 6.31; Illus 6.31;
note early fieldwalking did not plot finds by dGPS).
They are common, unusually, on the till as well as
on the Camphill Terrace; few are found on the
Maryculter Terrace, and these lie at the break of
slope leading to the Camphill Terrace, probably

Type
Bipolar 1

deposited in colluvium. The scatter is dominated
by later elements, suggestive of Late Neolithic
and Bronze Age activity. An unusual end scraper
provides a notable exception, likely to date to the
Late Upper Palaeolithic and fashioned on a broad
blade of distinctive banded flint. Many of the other
pieces from WD would be more at home in a Late
Neolithic context, however, and the assemblage
included pieces made of a grey flint that is likely to
have been imported to the area at this period.
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Illus 6.30 Lithic distribution at Upper Mills 2
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Illus 6.31 Lithic distribution at Wester Durris 1 and 2
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Table 6.28 Lithics from Wester Durris

Wester Durris (WD, GLHF,
GLCh)
Core

Retouched tools

Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
3

8

Type
Single-platform 1
Bipolar 1
Core fragment 1
Awl 1
Knife form 2
Edge retouched 2
End scraper 1
Spokeshave 1
Strike-a-light 1

16
3
5
3
2
5
45
3
1
Cannel coal fragment
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Table 6.29 Lithics from Wester Durris 1

Wester Durris 1
Core

Flint
6

Retouched tools

7

Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Type
Single-platform 2
Bipolar 1
Multi-platform 2
Flaked chunk 1
Knife form 1
Scraper 2
Edge retouched 2
Invasively flaked piece 1
Knife reused as bipolar core 1

27
7
3
5
3
1
59
3
2
0
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Table 6.30 Lithics from Wester Durris 2

Wester Durris 2
Core

Flint
6

Retouched tools

5

Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Type
Single-platform 2
Multi-platform 1
Core fragment 2
Flaked pebble 1
Scraper 3
Knife form 1
Leaf point 1

32
14
6
5
4
0
72
9
1
Jasper: flaked chunk

Table 6.31 Lithics from Wester Durris E

Wester Durris E (Kirkton Fields)
Core
Retouched tools
Flakes
Blades
Chunks
Small flakes
Spalls
Pebbles
Total
Calcined (burnt)
Burnt/frost shatter
Other

Flint
1
0
2
2
4
0
0
0
9
1
0
Rhyolite: fragment of
spherulitic rhyolite?
Quartz: chunks 2

Type
Core fragment
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7. TEST PITTED SITES
7.1 Nethermills Farm (NM4)

NGR: NO 76069 96524
Test pitting took place at Nethermills Farm, in field
NM4, over four days at the end of February 2019,
during a period of unusually warm sunny weather.
The team comprised members of Mesolithic
Deeside together with students from the University
of Aberdeen. The aim of the test pitting was to
assess the preservation of Mesolithic and other
archaeology across the field in order to inform future
planning and land management decisions as well as
archaeological potential and priorities.
7.1.1 Geomorphology
Tim Kinnaird & Richard Tipping

Nethermills Farm 4 (Illus 7.1) lies on a broad
section of the Camphill Terrace comprising coarse
gravels that lie slightly lower than the general
trend along this reach of the river. The gravel here
is partially covered by sand, in two broad bands

that run roughly south-west/north-east and are
separated by a subdued gravel ridge, likely to be
a river bar. The sand may date to deglaciation,
but it may represent postglacial, Late Devensian,
fluvial sediment, laid down when the river crossed
this surface. Ten of the test pits were sampled for
optically stimulated luminescence (OSL) profiling
(Munyikwa et al 2020) to test whether these sands
across the terrace surface were of different relative
ages: five OSL profiles are depicted in Illus 7.2 in
relation to the southern and northern sand sheets
and the intervening gravel ridge. Luminescence
results from energy retained in certain minerals,
typically quartz and feldspar, as a consequence of
naturally occurring ionising radiation in both the
sample and their environment. Luminescence grows
in situ: so, net signal intensities may act as a proxy
for age, with older materials having larger signal
intensities.
The detail of the interpretation is complex, but
it is possible to conclude that the northern sand
sheet on the terrace began to accumulate first,

Illus 7.1 Nethermills Farm, NM4, during test pitting from the west
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Illus 7.2 Nethermills Farm, NM4, pOSL photon counts across the site from the south (river) to the
north (northern palaeochannel) with depth in cm

probably just before or during the Early Holocene
(before c 9700 bc), from an active channel running
to the north of the gravel ridge. It is probable,
though unproven, that sand also accumulated in
the southern sand sheet at this time, being fed
by a channel close to, if not in, the position still
occupied by the River Dee today. However, given
that much of the sediment in the southern sand
sheet accumulated much later, it is likely that
by the time of Mesolithic occupation, activity at
Nethermills took place on a terrace surface that was
only rarely inundated by floods.
This interpretation is supported by other
investigation in the northern channel. While Ewan’s
pollen-analytical study indicated that the basal
peat is Early Holocene in date (before c 9700 bc;
Ewan 1981; Tipping 2007; Wickham-Jones et al
2017), the radiocarbon determination of Betula
(birch) charcoal in TP69 (from the loam fill of the
same palaeochannel) yielded a date of c 3900 bc
(SUERC 93098; see Table 7.2 below). It would
seem, therefore, that this channel had begun to dry
early on in the Holocene and, though conditions

remained damp, only the highest floods deposited
sediment on the terrace surface by this stage. The
wider analysis of the local woodland indicates that
generally dry conditions persisted throughout the
Holocene, able to support Corylus and later Quercus
(Ewan 1981).
7.1.2 Excavation results

A full Data Structure Report of the Nethermills test
pitting has been submitted to the Aberdeenshire
Historic Environment Record and Historic
Environment Scotland.
Test pit locations were identified prior to
excavation (Illus 7.3) from a stratified random
sample across the field in order to provide unbiased
coverage across the field. A total of 150 pits were
laid out, each measuring 2m × 2m, of which 102
were dug with a mini-digger (Illus 7.4), under
archaeological supervision, in order to remove
the upper layer of the ploughsoil (labelled upper
topsoil), down to an arbitrary layer about 100mm
above the subsoil (estimated with a probe or from
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Illus 7.3 Nethermills Farm, NM4, location of the test pits
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Illus 7.4 Nethermills Farm, NM4, digger opening a test pit

Illus 7.5 Nethermills Farm, NM4, cleaning down to the bottom of the ploughsoil
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adjacent pits). After this each test pit was hand
cleaned (labelled lower topsoil) down to the bottom
of the ploughsoil (Illus 7.5). Two standard buckets
(roughly 28 litres in total) from both upper and
lower topsoil within each test pit were dry sieved
through a 5mm mesh, and any worked lithics and
other finds removed. Finds were catalogued and then
returned to the test pit to be buried with the backfill.
Only exceptional material was retained; defined as
typologically distinctive material such as pieces
possibly indicative of a Late Upper Palaeolithic date.
Once the surface of the subsoil had been
identified and cleaned, all possible features were
half-sectioned and excavated by hand. All spoil was
dry sieved. Features not deemed to be natural or
animal in origin were planned and photographed.
Finds were catalogued and retained. Test pits were
extended where it was deemed necessary in order
to explore the subsoil features. One larger trench
(202, 12m × 3m) was opened in the south of the
site to examine a series of possible features (Illus 7.6)
and, in addition, ten deeper pits were excavated into
stratified sediment for geoscience purposes.

Many test pits revealed evidence of intense
agricultural activities at their base. Much of this
comprised modern (20th- and 21st-century)
plough marks (Illus 7.7) but older (possibly
medieval) evidence of rig and furrow cultivation
was also present (Illus 7.8). Other features were
often agricultural in origin. In TP202, the larger
trench opened to investigate a cluster of lithic finds,
all of the anomalies were animal or agricultural
in origin. Nevertheless, five test pits revealed
potentially older features which were all halfsectioned, sampled and recorded (Illus 7.9, 7.10,
7.11 & 7.12; Table 7.1). This excavation resulted
in the selection of three samples for radiocarbon
assay, two from TP68 and one from TP69 (Table
7.2).
TP68 lay towards the eastern edge of the field,
near the boundary with NM5. A small cut feature
(6801; Illus 7.10), visible below the lower ploughsoil,
and itself 0.1m deep (Illus 7.13), yielded a single
piece of Salix (willow) and some Betula (birch)
charcoal from flotation and this has been dated to
6830–6640 cal bc (SUERC-93093, 7868±31 bp;

Illus 7.6 Nethermills Farm, NM4: TP202 opened as a larger trench at the south of the field to
investigate the location of a cluster of lithics
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Table 7.1 Nethermills Farm 4, test pits with features of interest. Further information on the
radiocarbon determinations is given in Table 7.2

Test pit
TP9
TP29
TP68

TP69
TP77

Feature
A single possible feature (910) (Illus 7.9), 0.4m long, 0.25m wide and 0.1m deep,
filled with dark loam with charcoal
A section of palaeochannel, containing wood and twigs in the basal layer of the
feature and charcoal in the upper level
A single cut feature (6801) within a coarse gravel subsoil (Illus 7.10) from which
a small fragment of charcoal was recovered during flotation. This feature has
been dated to 6830–6640 cal bc (SUERC-93093, 7868±31 bp; SUERC-93097,
7887±31 bp)
A palaeochannel (6902; Illus 7.11), 0.2m deep, filled with black loam. This
feature has been dated to 3950–3780 cal bc (SUERC-93098, 5055±31 bp)
A possible cut feature (7701; Illus 7.12) from which tiny fragments of charcoal
were recovered

Illus 7.7 Nethermills Farm, NM4: TP10, modern plough marks in the sandy natural subsoil, from the north

SUERC-93097, 7887±31 bp). While it was not
possible to interpret Feature 6801, this is a classic
date for a narrow-blade Mesolithic lithic assemblage
such as that from Nethermills Farm and it was
reassuring to note that some indication of Mesolithic
deposits had survived in addition to the stone
tools.

TP69 was cut across the edge of a palaeochannel
towards the north of the field (Illus 7.3, 7.11 &
7.13), and a sample of Betula (birch) charcoal from
the black loam fill has been dated to 3950–3780
cal bc (SUERC-93098, 5055±31 bp). This date lies
within the Early Neolithic and suggests that the
palaeochannel was accumulating peat at this time.
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Illus 7.8 Nethermills Farm, NM4: TP37, south-east/north-west furrow from the west

Illus 7.9 Nethermills Farm, NM4: TP9, Feature 910, from the west
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Illus 7.10 Nethermills Farm, NM4: TP68, gravel subsoil with Feature 6801, from the north

Illus 7.11 Nethermills Farm, NM4: TP69, palaeochannel from the south-east
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Illus 7.12 Nethermills Farm, NM4: TP77, possible Feature 7701, from the north

Table 7.2 Nethermills Farm 4: radiocarbon determinations

Lab no.

Material

Context/sample Radiocarbon δ13C
age (bp)
(‰)

SUERC-93093 Charcoal: TP68, fill 6802
(GU55100)
Betula sp of cut feature
6801
SUERC-93097 Charcoal: TP68, fill 6802
(GU55101)
Salix sp
of cut feature
6801
SUERC-93098 Charcoal: TP69, loam
(GU55102)
Betula sp fill 6902 of
palaeochannel

7868±31

Calibrated date Calibrated date
range (95%
range (68%
confidence)
confidence)
(cal bc)
(cal bc)
-24.8
6830–6640
6750–6650

7887±31

-24.7

7000–6640

6770–6660

5055±31

-29.6

3950–3780

3940–3800
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TP9 Feature 910, and section

TP68, Feature 6801, and section

TP77 Possible features 7701 and 7702 and sections

TP69, Section through the palaeochannel

Illus 7.13 Nethermills Farm, NM4: plans and sections of test pits TP9, TP68, TP77 and TP69
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7.1.3 Nethermills Farm (NM4) lithics
Ann Clarke

Considerable information already exists about
the lithics from Nethermills Farm 4 (see 6.12.2
‘Nethermills Farm 3 & 4’ and Wickham-Jones et
al 2017). Rather than accruing similar information
from the ploughsoil, analysis was designed to
focus on finds from potential features (see 7.1.2
‘Excavation results’). While the ploughsoil was
sampled for finds, which were subsequently returned
to the test pit for backfilling, all finds were recovered
from the potential features and retained. Pieces were
catalogued according to raw material and type, and
in addition burning was recorded. The aim of the
lithic analysis was to complete most work on site
during excavation.
In this way, an assemblage of 433 pieces of
worked stone was recorded (317 from the plough
zone and 116 from possible subsoil features; Tables
7.3 & 7.4). In the event only 83 pieces came from
potential features (Table 7.4), and only one was
from an archaeological feature: a single flake from
the dated feature in TP68.
All of the flaked lithics were made from flint
and included a range of colours and textures from
mottled grey to orange, red and brown, as seen on
flint artefacts from other sites along the River Dee.
Visible burning affected 8% of the assemblage,
leaving it calcined, white and fragmented. Most of
these pieces were identified as spalls or chunks which
had detached from the nodule during heating. A
further eight pieces were cracked and spalled but

with no colour change and it is possible that this was
due to frost damage rather than burning.
There are 12 cores and two pebble fragments,
which indicates a variety of reduction strategies
(Table 7.5). Smaller pebble nodules were split
to create a flat platform from which to prepare a
core, as evidenced by a single half-pebble. Larger
pebbles were quartered, like the single-platform
flake core (SF37.1; L: 27mm × W: 45mm × Th:
37mm) which has had only a few flake removals
prior to abandonment or loss. There are two singleplatform blade cores, both worked around part of
their circumference to leave a cortical back – this
is a key feature for most of the blade cores from
all field collections at Nethermills Farm. The two
opposed-platform cores both had significant step
fractures and had been worked from both ends
in an attempt to get around these flaws before
discard. There were three shallow single-platform
flake cores made on thick secondary flakes and two
bipolar cores reworked from larger fragments of
blade cores.
These strategies were used to produce both flakes
and blades which were then used as tools in their
own right, or as tool blanks. Flakes were more
common (31%) than blades (24%) (Table 7.3),
though there were also many small flakes (32%;
<10mm in maximum dimension), as might be
expected from a sieved collection strategy.
A range of retouched pieces are present (Table
7.6). Blades, of a wide range of sizes, were selected
as blanks for all but one of the tools (an end scraper
SF7.1 made on a flake).

Table 7.3 Nethermills Farm 4, test pitting: composition of the worked flint assemblage by context

Type
Blades
Flakes
Small flakes
Retouched tools
Cores
Pebbles
Chunks
Spalls
Total

Upper topsoil
34
45
42
2
0
1
8
4
136

Lower topsoil
46
51
58
6
5
1
5
9
181

Features and final cleaning
22
38
37
2
7
0
5
5
116

Total
102
134
137
10
12
2
18
18
433
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Table 7.4 Nethermills Farm 4, test pitting: potential features by test pit with lithic content (* For
radiocarbon dates see Table 7.2)

Test pit Feature Description

Lithics in features

9

910

–

26

26/1
26/2
26/3
26/4
29/1
37/2
37/4
52/1
68/1

29
37
52
68

68/2
69
77

69/1
77/1

84

77/2
84/1

92

92/1

144

144/2

202
202/1
202/2
202/3
202/4
202/5
202/6
202/7
202/8

Small cut feature filled with
compact silt (other depressions
were stone holes or undulations).
Charcoal extracted from 909 and
911
Animal burrows

Palaeochannel
Furrow
Plough mark
Animal burrows and plough marks
Small oval depression filled with
compact silt – probably a stone
hole
Small cut feature filled with
compact silt*
Palaeochannel*
Sub-oval irregular cut – probably
not a feature – sample taken
Circular cut filled with compact silt
Shallow depression filled with silt
– natural
Shallow depression filled with silt
– natural
Charcoal and leached sand –
probably modern/natural
Animal burrows

–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

Total lithics (features
and ploughsoil)
–

1: blade

–
3: 1 core, 2 flakes
2: flakes
5: flakes

1 flake
–
–

2: 1 flake, 1 blade
1: flake

–
–

–

–

–

–

2: 1 flake, 1 blade

All flakes and blades
except as below:
30 (1 core)
3
27 (1 core; 1
microlith)
22
–
–
–
–

151: 7 cores, 7
chunks, 5 spalls, 99
flakes, 31 blades,
1 slug knife, 1
microlith
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Table 7.5 Nethermills Farm 4, test pitting: core
types

Core type
Quantity
Single-platform flake cores
4
Single-platform blade cores
2
Opposed-platform blade/flake cores
2
Core fragments
2
Bipolar cores
2
Pebble fragments
2
Total
14
Table 7.6 Nethermills Farm 4, test pitting:
retouched pieces

Type
Shouldered points
Microliths
Oblique truncations
Scrapers
Knives
Edge retouched
Total

Quantity
1
1
1
2
3
2
10

The shouldered point was the most challenging to
classify (SF14.1, Illus 7.14). It is made on a broad
blade of grey flint which has been shaped by steep
retouch to form an obliquely angled edge of 160
degrees. Abrupt inverse retouch along the same
side has been used to create a slight proximal tang.
The base and opposite long edge are unmodified.
There is post-depositional edge damage at the
shoulder and along the opposite edge. This piece
is within the dimensional range and of a similar
shape to Hamburgian shouldered points which
were used as projectile points in Europe around
11,000 bc (Weber 2008), but current uncertainties
over the nomenclature of the nascent Late Upper
Palaeolithic lithic typology of Scotland mean that
there is little consensus about the precise attribution,
or chronology, of this piece (and, indeed, attribution
based on a single artefact is always problematic).
The context of the point, in a mixed ploughsoil
assemblage with no associated datable material, does
not assist attribution, though it should be pointed

Illus 7.14 Nethermills Farm, NM4: shouldered
point, SF14.1

out that pieces like this are rare in Scotland, and it is
most certainly Late Upper Palaeolithic, earlier than
the narrow-blade microlithic assemblage from the
field which is of Mesolithic date.
The single microlith (SF202.1) is a narrow
(4mm wide) blade fragment, backed with abrupt
edge retouch down one side. Another narrow blade
(SF9.1; L: 28mm × W: 9mm) bears an oblique
truncation on the distal end. The retouch is abrupt
and creates an irregular edge.
There are two scrapers, both end scrapers: one
made on a segment of a fine broad blade of mottled
grey flint (SF201.1, Illus 7.15); and the other on a
thick secondary flake (SF7.1). While SF201.1 may
be Neolithic, it could equally date to the Late Upper
Palaeolithic, and is thus possibly contemporary with
the shouldered point (SF14.1). Comparison of this
piece with illustrations of the assemblage at Howburn,
Lanarkshire (Ballin et al 2018) shows close similarities
in blade width (19mm) and thickness (7mm) with
the Late Upper Palaeolithic end scrapers there.
There are three knives, of which the finest is a Late
Neolithic slug knife (SF202.2, Illus 7.16). It is made

Illus 7.15 Nethermills Farm, NM4: end scraper,
SF201.1
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slightly faceted platform and invasive scale flaking
down one side which also stops 12mm from the end
of the blade. There is edge damage along the surviving
opposite side. Finally, a fragment of a simple knife
form (SF83.1) made on a broad blade of light grey
flint bears semi-acute edge retouch down one side and
damage from use on the opposite side.
Two pieces are edge retouched: a fine broad blade
(L: 41mm × W: 16mm) with a natural obliquely
angled side has been modified with acute retouch
along the oblique edge (SF207.1). This blade has not
been truncated to create this form though the final
shape is that of an oblique truncation. A fragment of
a blade (SF24.1) has been blunted with edge retouch
down one side.
Illus 7.16 Nethermills Farm, NM4: slug knife,
SF202.2

from a thick blade of dark mottled flint with remnant
chalky cortex likely to have come from Cretaceous
flint sources further south. One long edge is modified
with invasive scale flaking which stops 12mm from
the broken distal end. This may indicate that the knife
had been hafted below the retouch. Knife SF211.1
is broader and made from a broad blade of brown
flint. Only the proximal end survives. It has a deep,

7.1.4 Public relations

The test pitting exercise was an excellent
collaborative university/community project (Illus
7.17). University students worked well alongside
local volunteers and professional archaeologists
and the interaction was beneficial to all, providing
practice in excavation and surveying skills as well
as finds recognition and cataloguing. The sampling
procedure meant that finds were small in number,
but it was possible to ascertain the presence of a small
but significant Late Upper Palaeolithic element of

Illus 7.17 Nethermills Farm, NM4: a welcome lunchbreak for the team
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Illus 7.18 Nethermills Farm, NM4: a heatmap of the finds density from fieldwalking in 2018 compared to the finds from the test pitting in 2019.
The contour intervals for the heat map run from 0.29 finds per square metre to 0.033 finds per square metre, and the relative size of the bar chart
equates to the numbers of finds
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material in addition to Mesolithic and Neolithic and
this was exciting for participants. Some 70 visitors
came out to the site during excavation and there was
good press coverage. This built on various lectures
and local displays of material that have taken place
over the last couple of years and served to maintain
and encourage local enthusiasm for the prehistoric
communities of the area.
7.1.5 Discussion

The worked flint came from 60 (59%), of the test
pits, scattered across the field, and confirmed the
extent of the lithic scatter previously demonstrated
by fieldwalking (Illus 7.18). As only a sample of the
ploughsoil was sieved for finds in each pit, absolute
numbers are misleading, but in general the southern
corner of the field yielded greater densities of material
and this reflects the results of earlier fieldwalking.
Kenworthy located his excavation trench here in
order to examine one of the ‘hotspots’ from the
earliest fieldwalking by Grieve in the 1970s.
The comparison of material from the upper
topsoil, lower topsoil and subsoil cleaning and
features shows little difference between them (Table
7.3), though interestingly there were fewer small
flakes than flakes in the upper topsoil and more
in the lower topsoil, possibly reflecting the relative

movement of different sizes of piece through the
soil. Comparison of the excavated assemblage with
that collected across the field during fieldwalking in
2018 by Mesolithic Deeside shows that, as might be
expected, fewer small flakes were collected during
fieldwalking than during excavation (Illus 7.19).
In contrast, the more visible, larger pieces such as
cores and chunks were more likely to be collected
during fieldwalking. A higher proportion of flakes
was also collected during fieldwalking, though none
of the differences were large. It is to the credit of the
fieldwalkers that they did recover microliths in larger
quantity than found in the test pitting, though this
may reflect an element of unconscious bias due to
their overwhelming interest in Mesolithic activity.
The assemblage is derived predominantly from the
ploughsoil and there were no flints from recognisable
archaeological features. As with all previous work
in the field, the test pitting has produced a mixed
prehistoric assemblage dating predominantly to
the Mesolithic but with specific artefact forms that
could date to the Late Upper Palaeolithic and also
to the Late Neolithic.
7.1.6 Nethermills Farm conclusion

While the test pitting exercise was, thus, successful,
in spatial terms, at examining archaeological survival

Illus 7.19 Nethermills Farm, NM4: a comparison of the relative proportions of lithic types between
the fieldwalking in 2018 and test pitting in 2019
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across the field at NM4, most of the possible features
identified were interpreted as natural or of recent
anthropogenic origin. There were very few potential
archaeological features, and all were severely
truncated. One shallow pit towards the eastern
boundary of the field was dated by radiocarbon
assay to the early 7th millennium bc (6830–6640
cal bc SUERC-93093, 7868±31 bp; SUERC93097, 7887±31 bp; Table 7.2). While these assays
accord well with the Mesolithic affiliations of the
narrow-blade material previously recovered from
Nethermills Farm (Wickham-Jones et al 2017), it is
interesting that the feature yielded only a single flint
flake. Indeed, to the east, there is little archaeological
survival at all in the adjoining field, NM5, which
is lower lying and has certainly been impacted
by recent flooding. The archaeological potential
of field NM4 today can, therefore, be defined as
limited, with little in situ archaeology. Though
the extensive Mesolithic remains, and elements
of Late Upper Palaeolithic material, undoubtedly
make this a significant prehistoric site, it cannot be

regarded as of high priority for future archaeological
work. The deterioration of the Mesolithic evidence
means that further investigation would be better
placed elsewhere on sites with less degradation.
Furthermore, other Late Upper Palaeolithic findspots
with (hopefully) more information potential have
been recorded along the river and would be more
suitable for research.

Illus 7.20 East Park: general view of the field with
a test pit from the west

Illus 7.21 East Park: test pitting taking place

7.2 East Park, Drumoak

NGR: NO 79455 98296
There have been several episodes of fieldwalking at
East Park (see 6.6 ‘East Park 1’), and the site was
test pitted in November 2018 after the investigation
by fieldwalking of the lower part of the field in the
previous year (Illus 7.20). Thirty-seven test pits,
each measuring 1m × 1m, were excavated by hand
by community volunteers and schoolchildren (Illus
7.21). The location of the test pits focused on the
southern (lower) edge of the field, reflecting that
of the spread of lithics previously recorded by
fieldwalking (Illus 7.22). There is a greater density
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of test pits along the eastern edge of the field and
they are separated more widely to the west. In
addition, two pits were dug further north into the
field, one (TP37) to investigate the northern of two
palaeochannels on the Maryfield Terrace, and the
second (TP35) to examine the main gravel ridge
of the terrace. Test pits TP36 and TP28 lay on the
southern flank of the ridge where it fell towards
the lower surface. Within each pit, the topsoil was
removed down to the underlying surface by hand
(there was no use of a digger as at Nethermills
Farm), and half of this material was sieved using
5mm mesh (in test pits TP1–TP3, 100% of the
topsoil was sieved). Possible underlying features were
recorded and excavated.
Prior to test pitting, only the lowest portion of
the field, alongside the river, had been walked by
Mesolithic Deeside. This resulted in the recording of
648 lithics (see Table 7.8 below). It should be noted
that an earlier investigator, John Grieve, recorded
749 lithics from across the field in the early 1970s
(of which 386 survive in Aberdeen City Museum;
Wickham-Jones et al in prep). This report combines
the lithics from all episodes of fieldwalking. Table
7.9 includes 26 surface finds collected during test
pitting in 2018, and an assemblage of 260 pieces
collected from across the whole field by students
from the University of Aberdeen on a fieldwalking
exercise in 2018. Table 7.9 includes all lithics from
Mesolithic Deeside’s investigation of the field.
A full Data Structure Report of the East Park
test pitting has been submitted to the Aberdeenshire
Historic Environment Record.
7.2.1 Geomorphology and pIRSL/pOSL analyses
Richard Tipping & Tim Kinnaird

East Park 1 was mapped from field, LiDAR and
drone data in 2020 (Illus 7.23). The aim of the
survey was to provide information relating to the
terrace formations in the field.
The site is geomorphologically complex and
the OSL investigation is more detailed than that
reported on for Nethermills Farm (see 7.1.1
‘Geomorphology’). The west of the field, around
East Park Farm, is not a terrace surface, though
a single engineering borehole at c 37m OD does
record 2 metres of gravel (the Lochton Sand and
Gravel) above weathered bedrock. This area is

higher, but probably not significantly older, than
the northern half of the field which comprises an
undulating fragment of the Maryfield Terrace lying
around 35m OD. It carries two broad north-east
trending palaeochannels filled with stoneless sand.
Towards the west, a c 60m long steep (8° gradient)
slope falls south from this terrace, perpendicular to
the east-flowing Dee and eroded at its southern end
where it may comprise an earlier, readily eroded,
left bank of the river. At its base is a narrow surface
around 30m OD, some 40m wide at most and 6m
above the present surface of the Dee. This surface
correlates altitudinally with that of the Camphill
Terrace, though OSL analyses (below) suggest it to
have formed at a different time.
Elsewhere in the field, recent fluvial erosion has
affected terracing; surfaces are poorly developed and
not recognised on the LiDAR-generated elevation
model. Towards the east, a different landscape is
thus preserved. A large undulating surface lies 1–2m
below the Maryfield Terrace, around 31.5m OD, 8m
above the present river surface. There are no upstream
correlatives: this may represent a fortuitously
preserved late-stage deposit of the Maryfield Terrace.
Adjacent slopes are much gentler (3–4° gradient), but
fluvial incision has created a very steep (12° gradient)
slope that falls eastwards to the river, interrupted in
places by a narrow surface, very poorly developed
except near Park Bridge, with a c 1m thick cover of
colluvial sediment above gravel (below).
OSL profiling (Sanderson & Murphy 2010) was
undertaken with the aim of defining the processes
and rates of sediment deposition, and relative ages of
mineral sediments across the site. Five test pits (Illus
7.24, 7.25, 7.26, 7.27, 7.28 & 7.29) were excavated
for this purpose (Illus 7.22).
TP37 was dug at around 35m OD in the centre
of the c 80m wide northern palaeochannel on
the Maryfield Terrace. Around 0.44m of organicrich stoneless silty sand ploughsoil was underlain
by 0.56m of clean orange-yellow stoneless silty
sand, passing to grey-yellow stoneless silty sand
underlain by coarse gravel (Illus 7.26). The metre
of fine sediment is the fill of the palaeochannel.
Luminescence intensities, background-corrected
pIRSL and pOSL photon counts, are plotted
against depth (m) in Illus 7.26. This discussion
only includes OSL counts because more confidence
can be placed on their much higher values. Where
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Illus 7.22 East Park: the locations of the test pits. Pits that were profiled using portable OSL are marked in red (39 measurements were taken on
site in near real time; 10 were measured the following day in the lab); from oldest to youngest they run: TP37, TP21, TP29, TP10, TP6 (see 7.2.1
‘Geomorphology and pIRSL/pOSL analyses’)
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Illus 7.23 East Park: LiDAR image to highlight the topography, depicting slope by shading and 0.5m contour intervals
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mineral grains have no luminescence when
deposited (they are fully bleached or zeroed), it is
expected that the luminescence intensity observed
in accumulating sediments will increase with depth/
age, as it has been acquired through radiation from
surrounding sediments. In this case, the three basal
samples show the opposite, a pattern ascribed to the
rapid deposition of sediment that has retained some
luminescence from a previous state. These major
differences in luminescence intensity and the reversal
of trends between 0.77m and 0.68m depth thus
represent a hiatus in deposition within the orangeyellow sand. Above 0.68m depth, however, the sand
accumulated without apparent hiatus in a pattern
suggesting the comparatively slow, conformable
deposition of fully bleached sand. The base of the
conformably deposited sand at 0.68m has pOSL
stored energies of 3,109,940±1,770 counts. Above
0.32m depth the stratification has been destroyed
by cultivation.
TP21 was excavated just downslope of the
Maryfield Terrace surface at around 30m OD
(Illus 7.22). Probably because it is on a slope, the
profile is shallow: 0.2m of ploughsoil and 0.25m
of underlying orange-yellow stoneless silty sand

Illus 7.24 East Park: TP29 after sampling for
pOSL and pIRSL analysis

Illus 7.25 East Park: pOSL sampling requires darkness
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above gravel. The five pIRSL/pOSL samples have
a single trend (Illus 7.27), suggesting conformable
accumulation, although the order-of-magnitude
jump between 0.23m and 0.31m suggests at least
one hiatus. Samples are too few, or the ploughsoil
too thin or truncated by erosion, to show the zeroing
effects of cultivation. The basal sample has pOSL
stored energies of 2,876,370±1,700 counts.
Test pits TP25, TP30 and TP29 lie at the base
of the slope in Area 6 (Illus 7.22). All three contain
comparable sediment stratigraphies comprising
c 0.45m of organic ploughsoil in stoneless silty
sand above c 0.3m of orange-yellow stoneless
silty sand beneath, overlying coarse gravel. TP29
was characterised by pIRSL/pOSL profiling (Illus
7.28). There are probable hiatuses below 0.83m
but a conformable trend in accumulation until
ploughsoil above 0.3m. The base of the conformable
trend at 0.83m has pOSL stored energies of
5,791,000±2,420 counts.
Test pits TP6 and TP10 were excavated on the
narrow, level surface at the base of the steep slope
that drops to the river at the eastern corner of the
field (Illus 7.22). The slightly organic ploughsoil
measured around 0.5m, thicker at both sites than
in other pits. TP6 (Illus 7.29), was excavated
much deeper than TP10 because the sediment
was stoneless. TP10 contained very large granitic
cobbles and boulders close to the ground surface,
and profiling samples had to be squeezed between
these (Illus 7.29). Neither profile shows the
smooth trend in luminescence energies signifying
conformable, uniform sediment accumulation. In
TP6 (Illus 7.29) the lowermost eight samples (1.06
to 0.66m depth) might reflect rapid deposition of
poorly bleached sediment but this is a jumbled
stratigraphy with hiatuses. Large hiatuses probably
occur between 0.66 and 0.52m depth. Some
stratification has been preserved above 0.52m
depth, but samples have higher luminescence
intensities towards the ground surface, suggesting
the reworking of sediment and colluviation from
the steeper slopes above. It is difficult to interpret
the few samples from TP10 (Illus 7.29) but one
interpretation is that a conformable stratigraphy
can be seen in all but the sample at 0.51m depth.
In summary, the analyses of luminescence
intensities at East Park suggest that while most of
the sediment in TP37 and TP29 accumulated

Illus 7.26 East Park, TP37: section and pIRSL (red)
and pOSL (black) photon counts with depth in cm
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Illus 7.27 East Park, TP21: section and pIRSL
(red) and pOSL (black) photon counts with depth
in cm

Illus 7.28 East Park, TP29: section and pIRSL (red)
and pOSL (black) photon counts with depth in cm
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Illus 7.29 East Park, TP6 and TP10: sections and pIRSL (red) and pOSL (black) photon counts with
depth in cm
SAIR 97 | 114

Scottish Archaeological Internet Reports 97 2021

conformably and regularly, that in TP21 also
accumulated conformably but intermittently, with
hiatuses. The uppermost sediment in TP10 may have
accumulated conformably, though hiatuses are likely,
but the sediment in TP6 accumulated chaotically.
The depositional environments of sediment in TP37,
TP29 and TP21 were probably, given their contexts,
fluvial. Those in TP6 and TP10 were probably
colluvial, deriving sediment from the Lochton Sand
and Gravel which form the slope at this point.
The interpretation of sediment-stratigraphic
‘events’ at East Park relies on the measurements
of pIRSL and pOSL luminescence intensities
presented above. It should be noted that in general
these are not measures of sediment age, either
absolute or relative, because they are large, unsorted
samples containing mixtures of grains of different
minerals and different particle sizes, which may have
been exposed to different background radiation
exposures, all of which determine luminescence
intensity. At East Park it is assumed that because
the sediments are of fluvial origin within a sizeable
river in a large catchment (the colluvium of TP6
and TP10 being largely derived from reworked
fluvial sediment), their mineralogy might be similar.
Though particle size data were not obtained, all
sediments except at TP10 are uniform, well-sorted
stoneless sand. Change through time in background
radiation doses cannot be corrected. It is possible,
then, to use the information relating to the sizes
of stored luminescence energies in the conformably
accumulating sediments and gain some sense of the
relative order of sediment deposition across the site.
Table 7.7 shows the pOSL stored energies of all
the samples from ‘clean’ sand, beneath ploughsoils,
in conformable sedimentary environments, in
ascending order. Four of the five samples in TP10
are included. Although the samples in TP6 do
not represent a conformable pattern, those from
‘clean’ sand below 0.54m depth are included for
completeness. This analysis identifies 32 sedimentstratigraphic events. The second half of the table
relates these events more clearly to the individual
test pits in order to depict the possible relative
sequence of deposition.
The relative order of sediments in the test pits
can be predicted from the terrace stratigraphy as set
out above: TP37 and TP21 should be, roughly, the
same age and oldest; TP29 formed next and TP6

and TP10 should have formed most recently. The
analysis reveals some subtleties, however. The ‘oldest’
sediments (highest stored energies) are between 0.56
and 0.93m depth in TP29 (events 1–7), close to the
present surface of the River Dee. The sediments here
accumulated conformably, though probably slowly,
and are probably fluvial. They may represent part
of the deglacial Lochton Sand and Gravel deposit,
exposed by comparatively recent river erosion.
Interestingly, the sample at 0.77m depth on the
Maryfield Terrace (TP37) has a comparable stored
energy, suggesting that sand of this age was later
being moved across this surface.
Indeed, the lower surfaces of East Park display
considerable evidence for fluvial action, and this
would, of course, have impacted on prehistoric
activity in the vicinity. The Maryfield Terrace
represents one of the later-formed terrace surfaces
of the Lochton Sand and Gravel, and as noted
above the ‘oldest’ conformable sand in TP37 (event
8: 0.68m depth) has stored energies close to those
deep in TP29. Although sediment at a comparable
altitude and context in TP21 (events 10 and 11) also
formed around this time, it cannot be that the Dee
deposited sediment at altitudes of around 32m OD
in the channels of the Maryfield Terrace as well as,
close in time, some 3 metres lower in TP29 (event
9). The uniform sand fill at TP37 in a fluvial channel
of the Maryfield Terrace seems to have accumulated
intermittently until quite recently (events 14, 8 and
4) through the local redistribution of bleached sand.
TP21 shows similarly intermittent deposition (events
13 and 4) though in this case colluvial redeposition
is likely to have been the cause.
In TP29, sediment was added in event 18
comparatively recently, when luminescence in
the sample was only c 12% of that of event 1. If
this were due to fluvial action, as the conformable
luminescence profile hints, it may represent a time
by which the truncated surface of the Lochton Sand
and Gravel began to be covered by sediment from
the Dee, having incised below the surface of the
Maryfield Terrace, and flowing at a height of around
30m OD. Over time, as the river cut down in height,
evidence that the entire field at East Park may have
been above the river in early prehistory might be seen
in the sediment accumulation in TP6 starting with
event 12, where there is colluvial sediment not fully
bleached, and in TP10, event 17. The earliest this
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Table 7.7 East Park: the 32 sediment-stratigraphic ‘events’ in the test pits as defined by the sizes
of pOSL stored energies (photon counts) of samples from ‘clean’ conformable sands, plotted in
ascending order, and the relative order of sediment accumulation in test pits, substituting pOSL
stored energies in each test pit (gold cells) for their percentages relative to event 1 (100%)

Event
32
31
30
29
28
27
26
25
24
23
22
21
20
19
18
17
16
15
14
13
12
11
10
9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1

Test-pit
TP10
TP37
TP21
TP10
TP29
TP10
TP6
TP37
TP6
TP6
TP6
TP6
TP6
TP6
TP29
TP10
TP21
TP6
TP6
TP37
TP6
TP21
TP21
TP29
TP37
TP29
TP29
TP29
TP29
TP29
TP29
TP29

Depth (m)
pOSL
0.15
298460
0.42
550880
0.23
589530
0.25
656500
0.35
738040
0.58
1027960
0.92
1118230
0.50
1156200
0.96
1186320
1.06
1191270
1.03
1311000
0.54
1314480
0.86
1355470
0.60
1478730
0.41
1751270
0.66
1798470
0.31
1809980
0.81
1923030
0.74
1924330
0.58
2029160
0.66
2382490
0.37
2748290
0.43
2876370
0.48
2975840
0.68
3109940
0.56
3880040
0.64
4078610
0.71
4679490
0.83
5791000
0.78
6006820
0.87
9747890
0.93
14927850

Event
32
31
30
29
28
27
26
25
24
23
22
21
20
19
18
17
16
15
14
13
12
11
10
9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1

TP6

TP10
2.0

TP29

TP21

TP37
3.7

3.9
4.4
4.9
6.9
7.5
7.7
7.9
8.0
8.8
8.8
9.1
9.9
11.7
12.0
12.1
12.9
12.9
13.6
16.0
18.4
19.3
19.9
20.8
26.0
27.3
31.3
38.8
40.2
65.3
100.0
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could have happened would have been around the
time of the formation of the Camphill Terrace but,
without absolute dating controls, it may not have
occurred until the Holocene. Colluvial sediment
does appear to have accumulated very rapidly at TP6
(events 19–26) though many, if not all, samples may
be affected by partial bleaching possibly because of
the speed of accumulation. There is no stratigraphic
pattern to the events affecting TP6. The continued
accumulation of sediment with a likely fluvial
signal in TP10, adjacent to TP6, suggests that the
accumulation of sediment continued here. Events
27–32 seem to imply that the ‘youngest’ sediment
was deposited across all terrace surfaces in the field,
but it is more likely that these samples have been
disturbed in situ in more recent times by processes
like tree clearance and cultivation.
Illus 7.30 sets out the four main stages in the
evolution of the landscape at East Park as envisaged
from the geomorphological and pOSL analyses.
Stage A is the formation of gravels and interbedded
sands, the Lochton Sand and Gravel, during
deglaciation. This is perhaps captured in events
1–7 at which stage the sand and gravel forming
the body of the Maryfield Terrace was formed.
In Stage B the surface of the Maryfield Terrace
was cut by shallow channels. This is also likely to
have occurred during deglaciation, though active
flow may have been sporadic and the filling of the
channels with sand did not all occur at this stage.
Stage C is the downcutting of the River Dee, to

expose a lower surface, accompanied by lateral
erosion and truncation which exposed the much
older sand of events 1–7. Stage D sees the river cut
down even further, to construct the lower surfaces
and subsequent colluviation.
• Stage A – the formation of gravels and
interbedded sands, the Lochton Sand and
Gravel, during deglaciation.
• Stage B – the surface of the Maryfield
Terrace is cut by shallow channels. This is
likely to have occurred during deglaciation,
though active flow may have been sporadic
and the filling of the channels with sand did
not all occur at this stage.
• Stage C – the downcutting of the River
Dee, to expose a lower surface, accompanied
by lateral erosion and truncation.
• Stage D – the river cuts further down, to
construct the lower surfaces and subsequent
colluviation.
7.2.2 East Park lithics
Ann Clarke

A total of 3,928 flaked lithics have been recovered
from the field at East Park in six separate episodes
of archaeological fieldwork (see 6.6 ‘East Park 1’;
Tables 7.8, 7.9 & 7.10). Most were recovered by
fieldwalking, but 33 of the 37 test pits yielded
a total of 305 lithics. In addition to the lithics
recovered from test pitting, the constraints of the

Table 7.8 East Park, southern sector of the field along the lowest terrace and bordering the river: lithic
types. NB: fieldwalking comprises material collected in 2016 and 2017, not the 2019 investigation
which took place across the field

Type
Cores
Blades
Flakes
Retouched pieces
Small flakes
Spalls
Chunks
Pebbles
Total

Test pits
7
69
99
6
71
47
6
0
305

Fieldwalking
26
103
217
37
169
30
66
4
652

Total
33
172
316
43
240
77
72
4
957
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Illus 7.30 East Park: the four main stages in the evolution of the landscape as envisaged from the
geomorphological and pOSL analyses
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Table 7.9 East Park: total lithic assemblage, recovery by fieldwalking (F) or test pitting episode. NB:
the material from the 2018 fieldwalking was subsumed into the test pit assemblage at the time of
analysis

Type

2019 (F)

Cores
Flakes
Blades
Small flakes
Chunks
Spalls
Pebbles
Retouched
pieces
Other
materials

165
1,160
681
410
228
98
18
90

8
27
15
12
6
2
0
4

18
190
88
157
60
28
4
33

3 rhyolite;
9 quartzite;
1 chalcedony
2,863 (2,850 flint)

0

0

0

13

0

13

74

578

108

3,623

305

3,928

Total

2016 (F) 2017 (F)

Park Bridge
(footpath) (F)
9
32
16
12
21
9
2
7

Total
(F)
200
1,409
800
591
315
137
24
134

Test
pitting
7
99
69
71
6
47
0
6

Grand
total
207
1,508
869
662
321
184
24
140

Table 7.10 East Park test pits: lithic types by surface

Type
Cores
Blades
Flakes
Retouched pieces
Small flakes
Spalls
Chunks
Total

Lower surface
4
25
37
6
38
36
1
147

Maryfield Terrace
3
44
62
–
33
11
5
158

project only allowed for the detailed analysis of the
fieldwalking material from the 2019 investigation
so, while the discussion below relates to the whole
assemblage, information from the analysed sample
is used to illustrate trends and specific aspects of the
material.
All the assemblage is of flint, with the exception
of three rhyolite pieces, nine quartzite pieces and
one piece of chalcedony (all from fieldwalking
in 2019, Table 7.9). Five main colour groups
of flint were identified: grey flint was the most

Total
7
69
99
6
71
47
6
305

common, followed by brown, light grey, red and
toffee-coloured material. Rolled pebble cortex
was present in particular on the brown and grey
flint, suggesting that the main source comprised
the inland gravel ridges such as the Buchan Ridge.
Pebbles of grey, red, yellow and brown flint can all
be collected from both coastal and inland gravel
sources (Wickham-Jones 1986), and to date they
have proved impossible to separate definitively.
Some material may, however, have come from
further afield. Some of the identifiably Late
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Neolithic flint working at East Park used a mottled
grey flint which may have been derived from a
different source to the local gravels and brought in
from outside the area, perhaps further south down
the east coast (as suggested for Heughhead; see
7.3.2 ‘Heughhead lithics’). Other non-local flint
includes an unusual banded grey flint which was
worked on site (core EP-137-19), and a luminous
light grey flint that is mottled with white. This
material was used mainly for blades and retouched
tools (Illus 7.31; Illus 7.40 – SF607.9, Illus 7.45
– SF743.2;) and was likely to have been brought
in from outside the region. An unusual pink flint
used to make an obliquely blunted blade (Illus
7.39 – SF1789.2) would also have been acquired
elsewhere.
Evidence for the exploitation of rhyolite is
limited. The three pieces comprise a single flake
fragment, a chunk and a spall, and there is little
that suggested the deliberate use of rhyolite as
a commonplace resource. Pebble cortex on the
chunk indicates that a secondary source such as
the natural river gravels was used. The nine quartz
and quartzite pieces (Table 7.9) include a flake of
an unusual quartzite from a broad-blade core (EP180-19), and there was a single flake of chalcedony
which had clearly come from a vein source due to
the adherence of ‘country rock’. In all, the knappers
at East Park through the millennia were relying on
regional flint sources (whether from the Buchan
Ridge, the coast, or another as yet to be identified
source), supplemented by some imported flint from
further afield, and very occasional pieces of other
material when necessary.
While the lithics were not heavily rolled, or
patinated, 18% of the fieldwalking assemblage
had been affected by thermal alteration. This was
most commonly burning, leaving a white calcined
surface and breakage, though there was also some
cracking due to frost shatter or heat. While this
was found throughout the assemblage, it was most
common on the flake fragments, chunks and spalls,
not surprisingly given the breakage and spalling
caused from heat damage. This may well represent
post-depositional alteration, occurring when
lithics are exposed to crop burning and winter
temperatures.
A wide range of cores and flaked pebbles are
represented in the collection (Table 7.11). The

most common (57%) is the single-platform core
from which blades were removed. They were
quickly produced by quartering a large pebble
and turning one fractured face into a platform
from which removals could be made down the
other fractured face towards the back of the
pebble. The first removals comprised flakes
in order to prepare for blade removals, which
subsequently took place around the perimeter of
the platform. On two-thirds of the cores a patch
of pebble cortex remains at the back of the core
face. Five cores were worked towards a prepared
flat inner back and the rest were worked around
their circumference. All stages in this simple, but
specialised, reduction process are present in the
collection, including the halved and quartered
pebbles (Table 7.11: flaked pebbles) as well as the
range of single-platform cores showing the various
stages of removal from flakes to blades. This is
well illustrated in Illus 7.32 which demonstrates
the reduction in size of a nodule throughout the
knapping process from flaked pebble to singleplatform blade core based on the sizes of the cores
in the 2019 sample.
There are also a few complex blade cores with
opposed platforms or with platforms at right angles
to each other (Table 7.11). These were not reduced
to the same extent as the single-platform cores.
Multi-platform cores and disc cores are also present
and were used to knap flakes (Table 7.11). These
are indicative of Late Neolithic flint working. They
vary in size but tend to have larger dimensions than
the single-platform cores (Illus 7.33). Ten bipolar
cores were collected (Table 7.11) and are among
the smallest of all the cores, reflecting the tendency
to use this reduction method at the end of the
knapping process in order to maximise output.
While bipolar cores are a common element of
Late Neolithic flint working across Scotland, they
also occur as a minor element on Early Neolithic
sites in the area such as Warren Field (Warren
2009).
Single-platform and opposed-platform core
working were designed to produce blades, and
indeed blades make up 22% of the whole assemblage.
Given that the preferred dimensions of blades tends
to vary between periods, the wide range of lengths
and breadths of the East Park blades suggests that
the assemblage comprises the output of various
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Illus 7.31 East Park: the use of different flint types as indicated by the 2019 fieldwalking assemblage

occupations and activities, possibly at widely spaced
intervals. Within the 2019 fieldwalking sample, the
lengths of complete blades range from 12mm to
97mm with a concentration between 24mm and
30mm (Illus 7.34). Half of the blades were broken,
and these attenuated lengths also show a wide size
range. The blade widths of this sample varied from
4mm to 33mm with a concentration between 10mm
and 14mm (Illus 7.35). The blades collected during
field walking in 2019 were thus in the broad-blade
category (>8mm in width).

The production of blades requires careful control
of the core, and one way to achieve this is through
the creation and removal of crested blades early
in the production process. The assemblage also
includes a number of crested blades, providing
clear evidence for the use of this technique. Not
surprisingly, as they occur early in the knapping
sequence, these are among the widest and longest
of all the blades, ranging from 13mm to 33mm
wide and from 33mm to 97mm long (Illus 7.34
& 7.35; Illus 7.36 – 314). When compared to the
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Illus 7.32 East Park: the dimensions of single-platform cores and flaked pebbles indicating the
reduction in size as cores progress through the knapping process from pebble to core, based on the
2019 fieldwalking assemblage

blade cores, the crested blades compare with the
longer pieces, indicating that most cores originated
from larger pebbles than those surviving in the
assemblage.
Flakes, excluding flake fragments, were also
numerous (Tables 7.9 & 7.10). Given that flakes
are a by-product of the manufacture of blades as
well as a desired end-product in their own right,
the number of flakes is not surprising. One way
to assess the primary aims of the knappers is to
compare the ratio of blades to flakes, known as
the Lamellar Index (Bordes & Gaussen 1970).
Although this method was developed for
Palaeolithic industries, it is generally accepted
that where this exceeds 20% a site is interpreted as
specialised in blade making. At East Park this ratio
is 57% for the whole assemblage and adds weight
to the interpretation that part of the assemblage,
at least, is likely to have derived from activity in

the Mesolithic when lithic technology focused on
blade manufacture. It should be noted that blade
manufacture also took place in the Later Upper
Palaeolithic and at various times in the Neolithic,
thus possibly skewing the result.
The flakes include primary, secondary and
inner flakes and support the evidence for the
local knapping of pebble flint. There is a wide
size range within the flakes of the 2019 sample:
15–66mm in length (Illus 7.37), and the flakes
with cortex (primary and secondary) tend to be
the largest in size. There is little evidence for core
maintenance flakes – the 2019 sample includes
just 15 core trimming flakes and one core tablet
(EP1-502-19), which at L: 48mm × W: 51mm
is one of the largest flakes. These support the
evidence for a simple knapping strategy. Evidence
of faceted platforms on three flakes (1604, 1745.3,
1825.1) and multi-directional flake scars on 11
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Table 7.11 East Park, core types: recovery by fieldwalking (F) or test pitting episode. NB: the material from
the 2018 fieldwalking was subsumed into the test pit assemblage at the time of analysis

Type
Single-platform cores
Right-angled
platform cores
Opposed-platform
cores
Multi-platform cores
Disc cores
Core fragments
Bipolar cores
Flaked chunks
Flaked pebbles
Total

2019 (F) 2016 (F) 2017 (F)

Park Bridge Total (F)
(footpath) (F)
7
114
0
4

Test
pitting
3
1

Grand
total
117
5

91
4

4
0

12
0

9

0

1

0

10

1

11

15
6
22
10
1
7
165

2
0
2
0
0
0
8

3
1
0
0
0
1
18

1
0
1
0
0
0
9

21
7
25
10
1
8
200

0
0
2
0
0
0
7

21
7
27
10
1
8
207

Illus 7.33 East Park: the dimensions of more complex cores, based on the 2019 fieldwalking assemblage
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Illus 7.34 East Park: blade lengths in mm from the 2019 fieldwalking assemblage

Illus 7.35 East Park: blade widths in mm from the 2019 fieldwalking assemblage
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Illus 7.36 East Park: large blades 314, 844, 315.2. The crested blade, 314, is likely to be Late Upper
Palaeolithic on the basis of size and form

flakes indicate the presence of Late Neolithic flint
working on site.
Small flakes (<15mm in maximum dimension)
were also collected and comprised 17% of the total
assemblage (Table 7.9). The identification of this
small fraction demonstrates the thoroughness of the
field walkers’ collecting abilities.
Both blades and flakes were selected for further
shaping into formal tool types (Table 7.12).
7.2.2.1 Broad-blade microliths
Broad-blade microliths are made using blades of
9mm to 12mm in width. They include two isosceles
triangles (Illus 7.38: 601.1, 1466.2), and a large
scalene form (Illus 7.38: 844).
7.2.2.2 Narrow-blade microliths
These include three crescents, two backed bladelets
and a scalene triangle as well as a number of
microlithic fragments. There was also a single lamelle
à cran (1465) and two microburins, all waste from

the production of narrow-blade microliths.
7.2.2.3 Backed blades
The five backed blades are blades with abrupt edge
retouch down one side. All are broken and they
range from 8mm to 15mm in width.
7.2.2.4 Obliquely blunted blades
Fourteen blades ranging in length from 23mm to
29mm and in width from 7mm to 15mm bear
abrupt retouch obliquely across the distal end of
the blade (Illus 7.39). One (1789.2) is of an unusual
pale pink flint and the oblique edge is convex rather
than straight.
7.2.2.5 Scrapers
There are 49 scrapers, the most common tool type
in the collection, and several different types are
present. A small group of end scrapers are made on
broad blades and at least six of these (Illus 7.40)
are similar to a type that has been dated to the
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Illus 7.37 East Park: flake dimensions in mm from the 2019 fieldwalking assemblage

Illus 7.38 East Park: broad-blade microliths
601.1, 1466.2, 844

Late Upper Palaeolithic at Howburn, Lanarkshire
(Ballin et al 2018). One is made of a banded grey
flint (607.9), supporting the suggestion that this
material was imported into Aberdeenshire from
further afield at this early period in prehistory
(above).
The rest of the end scrapers are made on both
blades and flakes. They are chronologically less
distinctive than those above, but one (Illus 7.41,
1245) is likely to date to the Late Neolithic. Five
thumbnail scrapers are sub-circular in plan and range
from 18mm to 21mm in maximum dimensions
(Illus 7.42). A group of six scrapers are made on
thick (up to 18mm) primary flakes and present a
robust curved scraping edge (Illus 7.43). Three side
scrapers are distinctively Late Neolithic in style with
invasive steeply flaked sides (Illus 7.44). There are
also a number of more miscellaneous scraper forms
made on flakes.
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Table 7.12 East Park total assemblage, retouched piece types: recovery by fieldwalking (F) or
test pitting episode. NB: the material from the 2018 fieldwalking was subsumed into the test pit
assemblage at the time of analysis episode

Type
Microliths
Microburins
Obliquely
blunted blades
Knife forms
Scrapers
Edge retouched
pieces
Awls
Notched blades
Shouldered
points
Strike-a-lights
Becs
Total

2019 (F) 2016 (F) 2017 (F)

Park Bridge Total (F)
(footpath) (F)
1
25
0
2
2
13

Test
pitting
1
0
1

Grand
total
26
2
14

19
1
9

0
0
0

5
1
2

6
40
6

0
2
0

5
7
5

1
0
1

12
49
12

1
0
2

13
49
14

0
6
1

0
2
0

2
6
0

2
0
0

4
14
1

0
1
0

4
15
1

1
1
90

0
0
4

0
0
33

0
0
7

1
1
134

0
0
6

1
1
140

Illus 7.39 East Park: obliquely blunted blades 1039, 1789.2, 1072.1, 1828.1, 319.1, 417

7.2.2.6 Knife forms
The 13 knife forms incorporate both Late
Mesolithic/Early Neolithic types and Late Neolithic
types. The former include four blades with light
blunting retouch and/or semi-acute edge retouch
along one edge. The latter comprise a robust blade

and three flakes with acute, semi-invasive, retouch
(Illus 7.45 & 7.46).
7.2.2.7 Notched blades
Fifteen blades retained a worked notch on one side
of the blade.
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Illus 7.40 East Park: end scrapers; top 705.2, 607.9, 653; bottom 785, 858.1, 621.2

Illus 7.41 East Park: end scrapers; top 408, 912; bottom 1473.5, 1245, 1345
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Illus 7.42 East Park: thumbnail scrapers; top 708, 914.2; bottom 381.3, 122, 543

Illus 7.43 East Park: robust scrapers; top 1104, 727; bottom 1521, 990, 163
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Illus 7.44 East Park: Late Neolithic style side scrapers 143, 1080, 733

Illus 7.45 East Park: knife form, 743.2, made of non-local flint similar to the Late Upper Palaeolithic
end scrapers (Illus 7.40). This may be a Late Upper Palaeolithic blade which was later retouched in
the Neolithic
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Illus 7.46 East Park: Late Neolithic knives 147, 93.2; blade knife form 1740

7.2.2.8 Edge retouched pieces
Fourteen pieces have irregular retouch along
portions of at least one edge.
7.2.2.9 Shouldered point
A singe, fine, shouldered point dates to the Late
Upper Palaeolithic (Illus 7.47; SF513.2), though
its precise cultural affiliations remain to be
ascertained.
Illus 7.47 East Park: shouldered point, 513.2

7.2.2.10 Bec?
A single broad flake has steep edge retouch around
the entire piece, shaping it to a point at one end
(Illus 7.48). Though initially assigned a Late
Neolithic date, it is more likely to be a form of Late
Upper Palaeolithic perforator known as a bec. The
surface shows heat damage.

Illus 7.48 East Park: bec, 738.2
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7.2.3 Lithic discussion

While both the test pit assemblage and the
fieldwalked assemblage provide a reasonable
characterisation of the lithic assemblage, not
surprisingly, there is some difference between the
recovery rates of the two (Illus 7.49 & 7.50). Small
flakes and spalls were relatively more abundant in the
test pits, probably as a result of sieving, while other
types were more common among the fieldwalked
assemblage with the exception of blades which
were found in similar proportion in both. Given
the use of sieving when test pitting, it is salutary
to note that ‘interesting’ types such as cores and
retouched pieces were slightly more common among
the fieldwalked assemblage. Indeed, the recovery of
25 microliths by fieldwalking, as opposed to only
one in the test pits, bears remarkable credit to the
eyesight of the team. This, and the recovery of the
cores and blades during fieldwalking, may also
evidence the impact of an element of unconscious
bias, as the general interest of the group clearly lies
in Mesolithic industries (as seen in the photographs
on the website: www.mesolithicdeeside.org). While
the microliths demonstrate that small pieces can
be recovered by fieldwalking, the lack of spalls
and small flakes also supports the hypothesis that
a certain element of subconscious ‘cherry picking’
might have been taking place. This is certainly not
deliberate, and it does not denigrate the work of the
group in any way, but it is important to be aware of
the influences, conscious and otherwise, which can
impact on any archaeological collection.
Overall, the finds indicate that this location
was the focus of activity, on and off, from the Late
Upper Palaeolithic through the Mesolithic to the
Late Neolithic.
Probable Late Upper Palaeolithic material
includes end scrapers, a shouldered point, and
a possible bec (Illus 7.40, 7.47 & 7.48). Three
large unworked blades are also likely to date to
this early period. There is little clear evidence that
flint was knapped at East Park at this time. A core
fragment (137) from the base of a multi-direction
flake/blade core is of banded grey flint and may
date to the Late Upper Palaeolithic but there is no
other evidence for the working of large cores. Late
Upper Palaeolithic activity is often characterised
as ‘exploratory’ (Hazelwood & Steele 2003; Kelly

2003; Fuglestvedt 2012) and therefore less likely
to involve tool manufacture in quantity, assuming
that tool kits were carefully curated as communities
moved around. This, of course, might also explain
the use of ‘imported’ flint such as the banded grey
material. Given that this period lasted for some 3,000
years, however, some more settled activity might be
expected over time (see 8.4.1 ‘Hunter-gatherers’).
The three broad-blade microliths (Illus 7.38)
may provide evidence for activity during the Early
Mesolithic (see 8.1 ‘Archaeology: living in prehistory
along Mid Deeside’). Once again there is a lack of
other identifiably Early Mesolithic (broad-blade;
Waddington et al 2007; 2017) material, which
makes it impossible to tell whether or not knapping
took place on site at this time.
Material from the Late Mesolithic is the most
abundant at East Park and includes knapping
debris, blades and retouched pieces. It indicates that
activity took place here on numerous occasions and
included the manufacture and repair of tools as well
as tool use. Test pitting focused on a very narrow
section of the field and did not reveal any preserved
prehistoric features, but the spread of material
in the ploughsoil across the field is likely to owe
something to movement as a result of agricultural as
well as natural processes. It is impossible to deduce
whether in situ prehistoric remains survive at East
Park without further test pitting, but this location
clearly attracted communities on many occasions,
and probably for a variety of reasons, in the
Mesolithic.
The attraction of the location seems to have
continued throughout the Neolithic, but it is more
difficult to separate out specific elements of the lithic
assemblage. While some of the pieces, like some of
the blades and scrapers, could possibly indicate Early
Neolithic working, activity in the Late Neolithic
is more definitely evidenced by specific knife and
scraper types, as well as the flake cores and the use of
faceted platforms. This period is also known for lessorganised flint working, with less of an emphasis on
blade production, particularly in the use of bipolar
core working on flakes and chunks. The possibility
that the knife form 743.2 (Illus 7.45) might have
been scavenged from earlier deposits by the Late
Neolithic community and reused as a convenient
tool highlights the unusual detail that this sort of
analysis can reveal.
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Illus 7.49 East Park: comparison of the recovery method for lithic types

Given the long period of time over which
activity occurred, it is not surprising to find some
difference in the raw materials that were used.
Some of the flint is certainly not local: the banded
grey flint used in the Late Upper Palaeolithic is
likely to have been acquired from as yet unknown
sources beyond the mainland of Scotland. Most of
the assemblage, however, is worked from pebble
flints, though the location of the gravels from
which they were sourced is not clear. The Buchan
Ridge, in the north-east of Aberdeenshire, lies some
distance from the River Dee, but it is known for
extensive gravels that include much flint, and there
is clear evidence for the extraction of flint from the
gravels here in the Neolithic (Saville 2011). Buchan
should therefore be considered a possible source
for a significant component of the assemblage.
Nevertheless, other gravel sources of flint occur,
notably at the coast, and it is likely that some
material, at least, was brought in from the coast,
which would have provided a variety of resources
for the Mesolithic community of Deeside. Raw

material seems to have been relatively abundant
on site; the number of quartered pebbles and lack
of evidence for the exhaustion of cores before
abandonment both indicate that the knappers were
not concerned to conserve flint. This suggested to
some members of Mesolithic Deeside that there
may be flint-bearing gravels closer to the site. River
gravels, or other fluvio-glacial gravel deposits,
would provide possible small-scale sources of raw
material and might be difficult to identify in a
landscape that has been so geomorphologically
active during and since prehistory. In addition, the
possibilities of the reworking of older lithic tools
and debris on long-lived sites like this should not
be forgotten, as suggested by knife form 743.2. It
has, indeed, been suggested for other sites along
the River Dee, for example at Milltimber (Ballin
2019: 42).
With regard to the pieces themselves, the
dominance of scraper forms, from all of the main
periods, is of interest. This could be a function of
the easier recognition of larger and more obvious
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Illus 7.50 East Park: comparison of the results of A fieldwalking and B test pitting
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flints during fieldwalking, but it is also notable
that many smaller pieces, such as small flakes and
microliths, were collected. At Nethermills Farm,
further upstream, fieldwalking in 2018 of NM4
produced a similar-sized collection to that at East
Park, containing a comparable proportion of
retouched pieces and with almost equal numbers
of scrapers. Nethermills Farm also provided evidence
of Late Upper Palaeolithic to Late Neolithic
activity. Indeed, the similarities of the East Park
and Nethermills Farm field collections are strong
enough to indicate that there were various locations
along the river that remained as foci for intensive
resource use throughout prehistory.
7.2.4 East Park: lithic distribution
Ann Clarke, Richard Tipping & Caroline
Wickham-Jones

At first glance the lithics from East Park are scattered
unevenly across the surface of the field, which drops
irregularly from 38m OD in the west to 28m OD
by the river in the east, a distance of some 430m.
Fieldwalking projects such as those discussed here
regularly record the grid coordinates of the material
they find, and it is pertinent to consider the degree
to which the distribution of lithics (or other finds)
today reflects the original pattern in which they
were deposited. While any material recovered from
the ploughsoil is, by definition, out of its original
context of deposition, in some cases close recording
has identified the survival of ‘ghost features’ defined
by concentrations of lithics (for example, Kinloch,
Rum: Wickham-Jones 1990: 45–50), whereas at
other sites the original spread of deposition is less
sharply defined (for example, Nethermills Farm
NM4: Wickham-Jones et al 2017). Of course, there
are many factors that can impact on the distribution
of an assemblage today, not just the original human
activity or activities that gave rise to the material.
Subsequent activity and deposition in prehistory
can build a palimpsest of information which serves
to blur original distributions; more recent human
activity, in particular in this case, agriculture, can
lift, spread and recombine the finds; and natural
processes such as erosion, colluviation, fluvial
deposition, and the action of worms, rabbits and
other burrowing animals can also result in artefact
movement (Wickham-Jones 2020b).

The detailed investigation of geomorphological
process at East Park has made it possible to consider
the distribution of the lithics here and discuss
the degree to which they might reflect individual
locations of ‘interest’ for the prehistoric activity
along the river at this point. Although the use of
hand-held GPS during fieldwalking is not a precise
tool (the Garmin Etrex offers up to 3m resolution),
the scale of plotting across a field of the size of
East Park (9.5 hectares) reduces the imprecision.
Fieldwalking in 2019 yielded over 2,000 lithics and
this was considered a suitable size of assemblage
to examine in detail. Illus 7.51 shows the 2019
assemblage plotted against the landforms of the field
as illustrated by the LiDAR, with contours at 0.5m
intervals, as well as hill-shading generated with the
sun in the NNE.
There is a clear bias in lithic abundance towards
the south-east of the field. The highest surface,
of Lochton Sand and Gravel to the north-west,
contains few pieces, as do the main ridge and the
palaeochannels of the Maryfield Terrace located
across the main section of the field. Though lithic
densities increase slightly on the slopes dropping
towards the river, they are still not marked.
Nevertheless, several concentrations can be noted
along the southern (riverside) slopes of the field.
There is a band of lithics some 80m by 25m on a
gentle spur with a 3° gradient in the mid-section of
the field towards the lower of the two surfaces of the
Maryfield Terrace. The erosional bench cut into the
Lochton Sand and Gravel at the river’s edge also has
higher densities, whereas the base of the slope to the
east has fewer lithics, in contrast to the slopes above
which include dense clusters where they drop from
the lower Maryfield surface.
The broad picture described above does mask
some complexity. Most importantly, the assemblage
does not date from a single archaeological period; it
is not solely Mesolithic. Throughout the millennia,
different communities have focused on different
aspects of the land. While, as noted above, it is
difficult to separate out the Neolithic (Early or Late),
elements of the assemblage, it is possible to plot the
locations of recognisable Late Upper Palaeolithic
finds (Illus 7.52). While there are only ten classic
Late Upper Palaeolithic pieces (there may be many
others that are less distinctive among the main body
of knapping debris), it is notable that they are not
SAIR 97 | 135

Illus 7.51 East Park, LiDAR-generated model of the field with hill-shading from a source to the NNE, contours at 0.5m intervals, showing the
location of the 2019 lithic finds and of the 14 largest finds by volume
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Illus 7.52 East Park: distribution plot of recognisable Late Upper Palaeolithic lithics
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spread (evenly or unevenly), across the body of
the field. As shown in Illus 7.52, these occupy a
restricted band across the field, at the downslope
edge of the main Maryfield Terrace surface with
two, or possibly three, foci comprising two pieces
towards the western end and two groups of four
pieces towards the east. The contrast to the wide
spread of the rest of the assemblage is remarkable.
It might be argued that this focused distribution
suggests a lack of long-distance movement across
the field. It also highlights the differing nature of the
two assemblages, with the Late Upper Palaeolithic
material likely to result from shorter-lived activity
episode/s in contrast to the Mesolithic and Neolithic
material which is likely to represent a palimpsest of
many different activity episodes over the course of
several millennia.
As the lithics do not cluster across all of the
areas at the base of the sloping surfaces in the
field, it seems unlikely that colluviation alone is
responsible for the distribution observed here. This
would be supported by the lack of evidence for
colluvial sediment deposition in the OSL profiling
(Illus 7.53) of most of the test pits. In order to
consider the downslope movement of lithics in
more detail, the size of individual pieces was also
analysed on the basis that the largest pieces, being
heavier, should all lie at the base of the slopes, if
moved colluvially. The locations of the 14 largest
pieces are plotted on to Illus 7.51 and, while ten
of them lie on level surfaces, four do occur on
slopes. In conclusion it is argued that while there
has been some downward movement on the slopes
of the fields, there has been less disturbance on the
level surfaces above, and in general colluviation has
not had a great impact on the distribution of finds
across the field.
Where an assemblage is little disturbed, it is
interesting to look for clusters of lithic types that
might suggest discrete activity zones. Cores, for
example, might indicate knapping areas, or a
group of retouched pieces could represent some
sort of activity or domestic spread. As Illus 7.54
illustrates, there are no clear clusters of material
across the field. This blurring is, however, open
to various interpretations. Where an assemblage
has accrued over a long period of time it is likely
to be, at least in part, a reflection of the variation
in distribution patterns caused by very different

activity episodes, each taking place in separate
and overlapping locations across the area. It
can result from the disturbance, deliberate or
accidental, of the remains of earlier activity by
new occupations. And it might indicate that
the pieces have been moved (by more recent
taphonomic process, natural such as flooding, or
human such as agriculture) from their original
depositional locations sufficient to lose any spatial
patterning. In reality, a combination of several
explanations is most likely. In this case, while the
tighter distribution of the Late Upper Palaeolithic
material at East Park does suggest that lateral
movement may not be great, it is clear that the
precise details of prehistoric inhabitation across
the field have disappeared. The disparity of spread
visible in Illus 7.54 does, however, suggest that
present lithic distribution across the field may still
reflect a broad idea of the areas that were most
favoured for activity in the past.
Discussion of the distribution in terms of
prehistoric activity must therefore remain vague
given the lengthy period of time over which the
assemblage may have accrued, the likelihood of
repeated occupations, and the considerable variety
of activities that may have taken place. It does,
however, demarcate areas of interest for future
examination, perhaps by further test pitting, given
the focus of the 2018 exercise on the riverside
edge of the field. Test pitting across the wider area
would also allow investigation of other movement,
such as that engendered by agricultural activities
in the upper layers of the soil, and it would help
to examine whether or not prehistoric features
had survived in any part of the field below the
cultivated layers. It would, of course, be necessary
to examine areas outside the locations of maximum
lithic density, in order to avoid biasing the results.
While the examination of early sites elsewhere does
tend to show a high degree of correlation between
the location of a lithic scatter and the features
below, this is not always the case (Wickham-Jones
2020b).
7.2.5 East Park conclusions

The complex history of terraces along the River Dee
at this location has been elucidated and information
relating to the earliest prehistoric communities of
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Illus 7.54 East Park: the spread of the 2019 lithic assemblage by artefact type
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the area has been gathered. The evidence at East
Park goes back to some of the earliest exploratory
communities of the Late Upper Palaeolithic in
Scotland, around 11,000 bc after the last ice age,
and this location was clearly visited repeatedly
through the Mesolithic and Neolithic. The site
provides a significant addition to our knowledge of
the prehistoric communities along the River Dee.
However, the initial conclusion that the archaeology
focused on the lower surfaces along the river (Illus
7.55) would seem to be erroneous and waits to be
tested by further work, including test pitting across
the rest of the field.
The present analysis suggests that while the whole
area bears the trace of past populations, prehistoric
activity focused on the slopes immediately above the
river. While more level ground might instinctively
be considered more attractive to the present reader,
the disadvantages caused by localised floods should
be remembered. It is also possible that these areas
have suffered denudation due to more recent water
action. The location of the site at East Park, at the
point where the River Dee loops to the north-east

to enter a reach where bedrock is exposed, is also
noteworthy. At this point the water surface steepens
and velocity increases. This is not the only site to
lie alongside a stretch where bedrock is directly
influential on the nature of the river (for example,
Potarch and Chest of Dee). While the number and
spread of sites along the length of the river have
clearly resulted from a population keen to exploit
all the variety that the watercourse has to offer, the
wider implications of these different locations along
the river would repay more detailed examination.
The test pitting exercise at East Park involved
67 volunteers drawn from the local community
including primary schools. Although no in situ
archaeology was found, it was a highly successful
project in terms of community engagement and
enthusiasm. Overall, the work at East Park is
valuable to both long-term and short-term resource
management, as well as our understanding of the
early populations of the area, and contributes to the
delivery of Scotland’s Archaeology Strategy (www.
archaeologystrategy.scot; Historic Environment
Scotland nd).

Illus 7.55 East Park, test pitting on the slope immediately above the river, viewed from the west
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7.3 Heughhead

NGR: NO 50195 98803
145–150m OD
Mesolithic finds have been recovered from two
locations at Heughhead: HH1, a field on glacial
till to the north of the A93, and HH2 to the south
of the A93 and lying on the Camphill Terrace (see
6.7 ‘Heughhead 1 & 2’).
A full Data Structure Report of the Heughhead
excavation has been submitted to the Aberdeenshire
Historic Environment Record.
7.3.1 Excavation at Heughhead

Excavation was undertaken as a training dig by a
group from Mesolithic Deeside, comprising adults
and children under professional guidance. It took
place on two occasions, September 2017 and March
2019, the 2019 season being more focused on the
involvement of children from local schools (Tarland
Primary and Aboyne Academy Archaeology Club),

together with the Aberdeen branch of the Young
Archaeologists Club. Excavation was designed with
the aim of investigating possible in situ Mesolithic
archaeology in an area of woodland to the east
of HH1, to the south of the A93 and running
down towards a small burn (Illus 7.56). Lithics had
been collected here some years prior to the detailed
archaeological examination (Illus 7.59). Three
trenches, each measuring 3m × 1.5m, were opened
in 2017 (Illus 7.57) and work continued in 2019
to examine potential features in more detail in the
central trench, including possible stone-holes and
alignments (Illus 7.58). Topsoil was sieved using
a 5mm mesh, and potential features recorded and
excavated by hand. It was not possible to confirm
the existence of any in situ prehistoric features and
the excavators concluded that this area of the site
had been disturbed during construction of the
railway and road, both of which lie less than 50m
to the north of the site.

Illus 7.56 Heughhead: general view of the excavation in progress, from the east
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Illus 7.57 Heughhead: site plan

Illus 7.58 Heughhead: excavation plan
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7.3.2 Heughhead lithics
Ann Clarke

A total of 833 flaked lithics (Table 7.13) was collected
through a variety of strategies: a surface collection
before excavation (Illus 7.59); two seasons of
excavation; and fieldwalking in the field immediately
to the north of the site (Illus 7.60). This material
had been divided by the artificial boundaries created
by the road and railway construction, but, given
that excavation did not reveal any in situ prehistoric
features, the various assemblages have been combined
for analysis and treated as one multi-period scatter.
Two main periods of activity are identified: Late
Mesolithic/Early Neolithic and Late Neolithic.
The assemblage is mainly composed of flint,
with the addition of a quartz core and a piece of
flaked siltstone. Pebble flint, of various colours from
translucent greys and brown to reds and oranges,
was collected as rolled pebbles from gravel deposits
such as those that make up the Buchan Ridge to
the north of Aberdeen or perhaps the Aberdeenshire
coast. In addition, a distinctive grey homogeneous
flint was used for a small group of broad blades

and a flake from Trench 1 and Trench 2 (Illus
7.61). As the largest blade fragment measures L:
53mm × W: 27mm, the original core must have
been considerably larger. This would suggest the
use of a large nodule of good-quality flint which
may have derived from a flint-rich source further
afield, perhaps North Yorkshire, from where it has
been suggested that flint was imported to Scotland
Table 7.13 Heughhead: breakdown of the flaked
flint. NB: the assemblage also includes two pieces
of non-flint

Type
Cores
Blades
Flakes
Retouched pieces
Small flakes (<10mm)
Chips and chunks
Spalls
Total

Quantity
29
203
337
27
142
68
25
831

Illus 7.59 Heughhead: the lithics collected prior to excavation (now SF143–169)
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Illus 7.61 Heughhead excavation: Late Neolithic type lithics of grey, possibly imported, flint; SF24,
SF54, SF8, SF4

Illus 7.62 Heughhead, HH2: multi-platform flake cores of a darker grey, pebble flint (top: SF127,
SF177, SF121; bottom: SF173, SF123, SF6.2)
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Illus 7.63 Heughhead: nodules of chalk flint, probably ballast dating from the building of the railway;
SF56, SF85

Illus 7.64 Heughhead: single-platform cores of quartz (no SF number) and flint (SF137)

Illus 7.65 Heughhead: single-platform blade cores (SF247.1, SF276.1)
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Illus 7.66 Heughhead: opposed-platform core (SF145); single-platform core (SF41)

Table 7.14 Heughhead: Late Mesolithic/Early Neolithic cores and related flakes

Core type
Single-platform cores
Opposed-platform cores
Angled-platform cores
Core fragments
Primary platform flakes
Quartered pebble fragments
Core trimming flakes
Platform rejuvenation flake

Quantity
11
2
2
1
26
7
4
1

in the Late Neolithic (ScARF 2012b), though this
interpretation remains unproven. A darker grey flint
was also used for a group of Late Neolithic multiplatform flake cores found during fieldwalking in
HH2 (Illus 7.62). The rolled pebble cortex of the
largest core, and several fragments, indicate that
suitable pebbles of grey flint were selected from local
gravel flint deposits such as those at Buchan.
There are also two large chunks of black chalk
flint (Illus 7.63), most likely fragments of ballast
flint imported from the chalk areas of England or
northern Europe, perhaps during construction of
the railway.
The presence of a single quartz core (Illus 7.64)
indicates that some quartz was also worked, though
no other pieces of flaked quartz were recovered in
these assemblages. There was a single piece of flaked
siltstone.

Reference
Illus 7.64
Illus 7.65
SF246.1
SF246.2

Twenty-five percent of the lithics were visibly
burnt (calcined – white and crazed), suggesting
(from experimental work, Finlayson 1990: 53) that
others may have been subject to heat damage that is
less visible. In addition to the possibility of damage
in prehistory, it should be remembered that heat
damage can also accrue after deposition, for example
through stubble burning or ground clearance.
The assemblage includes evidence for two main
periods of activity: Late Mesolithic/Early Neolithic
and Late Neolithic. While some pieces are clearly
indicative of these specific periods, many are more
general, so that it is not possible to quantify the
precise assemblages from each episode.
Fifty-four pieces relate directly to the production
of blades in the Late Mesolithic and Early Neolithic
(Table 7.14). There are 11 single-platform cores
(Illus 7.65 & 7.66), for which core preparation
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Illus 7.67 Heughhead, the breakdown of flakes and blades shows that most of the blades are inner
pieces with no cortex, as opposed to the flakes which have more cortex

Illus 7.68 Heughhead: blade widths in mm
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Table 7.15 Heughhead: retouched pieces

Type
Narrow blade microliths:
Crescents
1
Scalene triangles
1
Fragments
4
Obliquely blunted blades
Edge retouched pieces
End scrapers
Concave scrapers
Circular scrapers
Scraper resharpening flakes
Awls
Knife forms

Total
6

Blade blank
6

2
9
3
2
1
1
1
1

2
7

involved the formation of a platform through the
removal of a primary flake, and on occasion the
original nodule was also quartered. While some
cores were worked around their circumference to
produce pyramid-type cores, others have retained a
cortical back opposite the working face.
Although the assemblage includes both flakes
and blades, the presence of cortex on many of the
flakes in contrast to the lack of cortex on blades,
suggests that flakes were removed earlier in the core
reduction process and that blades were therefore the
desired end-product of knapping (Illus 7.67). Blades
form a significant portion of the assemblage (29%
of the total assemblage) and were disproportionately
selected as blanks for further retouching on 18 of
the tools (69% of all retouched pieces). While
many of the blades are broken, so that length
measurements are meaningless, the width of the
blades varies between 4mm and 27mm with the
majority clustering between 9mm and 14mm in
width (Illus 7.68). Not surprisingly, the microliths
are slightly narrower: between 4mm and 8mm
wide.
A group of six cores from the field at HH2, to the
north of the road, have been worked from multiple
platforms to produce flakes (Illus 7.62). Most are
fragments of larger cores but SF123 (Illus 7.62,
centre bottom) is complete and shows that a large,
rolled pebble was used as the original blank. Multi-

1

Flake blank

2
3
1
1
1

1
1

platform flake cores are typical of Late Neolithic
or Early Bronze Age flint working and they tend
to produce broad flakes with deep platforms; two
flakes had dihedral platforms – where the core was
turned at an angle and the ridge between flake scars
was used as a platform. Other methods of core
working at this period include the use of bipolar
working to reduce a larger piece; at Heughhead
one of the multi-platform cores had been split in
half in this way at a later stage (Illus 7.62, SF173
bottom left). The reuse of earlier prehistoric flint
is also characteristic of the Late Neolithic and is
seen here on SF6.2 where a blade core has been
reworked as a multi-platform flake core (Illus 7.62,
SF6.2).
A small group of four blades and a single
flake (from Trenches 1 and 2) also represent Late
Neolithic flint working (Illus 7.61). Identified by
shared material type, a homogeneous grey flint, and
common manufacturing techniques, these pieces
comprise broad blades (including SF4 which is
the widest blade found), and a single dorsal flake
from a tortoise or disc core (SF54). In addition,
a narrower blade with parallel sides (SF1) could
probably be included on the basis of material type.
Interestingly, though knapping was clearly aimed at
the production of larger blades and flakes, this raw
material is subtly different from that of the cores
and may come from further afield (above). Because
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the reduction of flint inevitably produces many
indistinguishable pieces of debitage, it is not clear
how much of the flint assemblage at Heughhead was
produced at this period.
Most of the flakes and blades remain unmodified
but 26 have been shaped by retouching to form
specific tool types including microliths, scrapers and
edge retouched blades (Table 7.15).
7.3.2.1 Microliths
There are six microliths (Illus 7.69), all made on
narrow blades and between 4mm and 9mm wide.
Only two are complete: a crescent microlith and a
small scalene triangle (SF258.1, SF45). Three blade
fragments retain microlithic edge retouch down one
surviving side, which also forms a point at the distal
end (SF212.2, SF283.18, SF259.13) but they are
too small to identify the original form. In addition,
there are two blades with oblique truncations, both
distal fragments (Illus 7.72, SF128; Illus 7.69,
SF199.1). The distal truncation on SF199.1 has
been flaked with bidirectional retouch.
7.3.2.2 Scrapers
There are seven scrapers and scraper-related flakes.
Five are made from flakes and there is one concave
scraper made from a thick blade. They are varied
in form. Three end scrapers are quite delicate with
steep retouch worked around the narrow flake end
(Illus 7.70). In contrast, the concave and circular
scrapers are more robust, being made on thicker
and broader blanks (Illus 7.71). The circular scraper
made on a thick primary flake (SF166.1) is a Late
Neolithic form.
A possible scraper resharpening flake (SF71)
shows that the tools were used and maintained in
the vicinity.

7.3.2.3 Edge retouched pieces
Seven blades and two flakes have various lengths
of blunting or irregular edge retouch along parts
of the edge (for example, Illus 7.72, SF166). Most
are likely to be expedient tool fragments, modified
to form a working edge as and when needed,
rather than being parts of more formal tools. Two
pieces, an awl (SF165) and a knife form (SF166),
are both made from a fine orange flint which is
likely to be derived from pebbles collected along the

Illus 7.69 Heughhead: microliths. From left:
scalene triangle SF45; crescent SF258.1;
microlithic fragments SF283.18, SF212.2;
oblique truncation SF199.1; microlithic fragment
SF259.13

Illus 7.70 Heughhead: end scrapers SF222.8,
SF234.5, SF121.2

Illus 7.71 Heughhead: concave scrapers SF283.19, SF152; circular scraper SF166.1
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Illus 7.72 Heughhead: oblique truncation
(SF128); microlith fragment (SF113); edge
retouched blade (SF166); awl (SF165)

Aberdeenshire coast. The awl fragment is made on a
blade with a fine point isolated by nibbling retouch.
The knife is also made on a blade and has abrupt
edge retouch down one side with edge damage along
the opposite edge.
7.3.3 Heughhead conclusion

In general, the lithics indicate activity in the Late
Mesolithic, or possibly Early Neolithic, together
with a later episode in the Late Neolithic. The
presence of cores and the by-products of knapping,
as well as various tool forms, demonstrates that both
making and using stone tools took place. The lithics
occur in the ploughsoil to the north and south of
the road and path. There is no difference between
the excavated assemblage (to the south of the road)
and the fieldwalked assemblage (to the north); the
proportions of both artefact type and burnt flint are
almost identical. The fieldwalking in HH2 suggested
that the lithics had been washed downslope from an
original location. However, the presence of a small
homogeneous group of Late Neolithic worked flints

Illus 7.73 Excavation taking place at Heughhead

from a small area of the excavation (Illus 7.61)
might also indicate that some material, at least, had
not been disturbed by any great distance.
This excavation was run as a training dig for
local volunteers, school pupils and students (Illus
7.73). Recording techniques followed professional
principles and the standards of the Chartered
Institute for Archaeologists; despite the lack of in
situ archaeology, it was a rewarding and successful
exercise. Many people came to visit during the
fieldwork seasons, mostly cycling or walking
along the old Deeside Railway line, and there was
considerable local enthusiasm for the project.
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8. DISCUSSION

The rewards of intensive archaeological fieldwork
over a period of three years along the middle reaches
of the River Dee are considerable. A total of 42 fields
and over 11,000 lithics representing at least 15 sites
(see discussion below, 8.3 ‘Methodologies’) have been
recorded. While some of the sites were previously
known, others are new, or new to professional
archaeologists, and several of the known sites have
been found to be bigger than previously understood.
This area was clearly significant to the prehistoric
populations of eastern Scotland, many generations
of whom forged a living here in the millennia
following deglaciation. The work described here is
significant not just for the light it throws on the early
prehistoric populations along the River Dee but
also for the methodology by which the Mesolithic
Deeside community archaeology group has been
able to add to archaeological understanding. Both
aspects will be covered in this section, which has
been divided into five main sections:
• discussion of the fieldwork results,
interpretation and management of the local
archaeology;
• discussion of the contribution of
community archaeology;
• reflective discussions of the methodologies
of fieldwalking;
• overview of the contribution of
the archaeological results to wider
understandings of the prehistoric
communities of the area;
• thoughts on future work.

in times of climatic change but unpredictable in
timing and ferocity. Living alongside, or using, the
river in prehistory required a careful understanding
of the impact of weather and the seasons on local
conditions and landforms. Settlement location
depended on many factors, including the likely
duration of habitation, nature of activity, size of
community and time of year. Human requirements
also varied through time.
The earliest groups recorded by the present study
to make use of the area are likely to have arrived
some time during or immediately after the 13th
millennium bc, within the climatic amelioration of
the Late Glacial Interstadial, after deglaciation of
the Scottish ice sheet. They encountered a landscape
that was still in flux. The interstadial lasted some
1,700 years and was a period of dynamism and
variability. Fluctuations in temperature and other
conditions meant that while the landscape might
have appeared stable from one generation to the
next, the communities who made their homes
here had to be flexible and resilient. The hills and
valleys of lower Deeside were open landscapes. The
river occupied a shallow course across a wide gravel
floodplain, interspersed with stretches where it was

8.1 Archaeology: living in prehistory along Mid
Deeside

The River Dee (Illus 8.1), like all Scottish Highland
rivers, has always been a dynamic system with a
course that alternates between long wandering
gravel-bed reaches, where the watercourse can
move across the entire valley floor until restricted
by older terraces and floodplains, and gorges where
the path of the river is constrained by bedrock or till
so that the valley floor is narrow and floodplains few.
The entire system has always been provoked into
rapid change by major floods, probably clustered

Illus 8.1 The River Dee downstream of East Park
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Illus 8.2 Artist’s reconstruction of a group of Late Upper Palaeolithic hunters in pursuit of reindeer in
the spring
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confined by local bedrock or till. Long periods of
dynamic equilibrium as it flowed across this surface
were interspersed with episodes of erosion as it cut
lower to leave a particular terrace behind. Three
main terraces have been recognised from this period,
comprising the Lochton Terrace some 15.5–17m
above the present river surface, the Maryfield Terrace
c 9.5–11m above the river, and the Camphill Terrace
(4–5m above the river). Late Upper Palaeolithic
lithic assemblages have been recorded on the lower
two terraces at East Park and Nethermills Farm,
suggesting that these surfaces were in existence by
c 13,000 bc.
The warmer interstadial temperatures fell with
the advent of the Younger Dryas (c 11,000 bc to
c 9700 bc), at which point glacial conditions are
likely to have returned in the Cairngorm massif. At
this time increased aridity boosted soil erosion, plant
communities diminished, and the productivity of
lakes and rivers dropped. So far, very little evidence
has been found for human activity across Britain
during the Younger Dryas and there is no definitive
evidence within the research area, though some of
the sites may have been occupied on occasion. At
the end of this period, mixed woodland cover soon
developed. Behind the river, local lochs, such as the
Loch of Park, and smaller watercourses facilitated
both movement through the wooded landscape,
and settlement, in addition to presenting increasing
opportunities for the gathering of varied resources.
The first Late Upper Palaeolithic populations
(Illus 8.2) comprised exploratory groups building
their knowledge of the area (previous populations
may well have existed but to date no archaeological
trace has been recognised). Exploratory groups
required shelter and viewsheds, fresh water,
transport and access to the varied hinterland, a
variety of resources for food and other necessities,
and a measure of security from predators. They
have left little archaeological footprint, we have
few finds from this period, and, to date, no in situ
Late Upper Palaeolithic features (such as hearth
sites), have been recorded in the research area. The
material recovered by Mesolithic Deeside adds to
Late Upper Palaeolithic evidence that is emerging
along the river at sites such as Milltimber (Dingwall
et al 2019b) and Standingstones (Ballin 2019) and
is recognised through distinctive forms of retouched
pieces, specifically blade end scrapers and tanged or

shouldered points. It comprises material from three
sites in particular, all within a 4 kilometre stretch of
the river (Illus 8.3). There is a group of blade end
scrapers from East Park as well as a large crested
blade, all found within close proximity to each other,
inside the wider scatter. In addition, the material
from East Park included a fine shouldered point and
a bec. There were also blade end scrapers at Wester
Durris 1 and Nethermills Farm 4, and a second
shouldered point was found during test pitting at
Nethermills Farm 4. Evidence for flint knapping
from this period is difficult to identify within the
large multi-period flint scatters at Nethermills Farm
4 and East Park, but both have evidence for crested
blades, opposed-platform blade cores and core
preparation debitage, all of which may demonstrate
early prehistoric flint working. Just to the west of
these sites, re-analysis of the lithic assemblage from
Birkwood (Paterson & Lacaille 1936) has revealed
possible Late Upper Palaeolithic elements including
large burins (Ballin, pers comm).
Despite the lack of in situ Late Upper Palaeolithic
sites, it is interesting to note that many of the putative
artefacts from this period are made of a fine grey
banded flint that is not found among assemblages
with more recent characteristics. This flint may well
have been imported from further afield, possibly as
far afield as Doggerland, or even mainland Europe.
Although as yet this interpretation lacks quantifiable
proof and is thus speculative so that the dangers of a
circular argument are ever present, it is a pattern of
lithic procurement that has been discussed elsewhere
for the Late Upper Palaeolithic in Scotland, for
example at the site of Howburn in South Lanarkshire
(Ballin et al 2018: 17–22). Indeed, it is precisely the
sort of behaviour that would be expected from an
exploratory community still uncertain about the
world through which they are moving and where
the resources essential to survival, such as knappable
stone, would be carefully conserved until suitable
local materials were identified. Over time, as people
grew more familiar with the territory, different
environments could be exploited and other, more
local, resources, would have come into use. This
period lasted for some 1,700 years and was highly
dynamic; information from elsewhere in the UK
and northern Europe indicates the ability of groups
to adapt their lifestyle and technology to changing
local conditions (Pettitt & White 2012: 469–501).
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Moving from the Late Pleistocene into the
Holocene, there is plentiful evidence relating to
Mesolithic activity (Illus 8.6) from most of the
sites in the study, though it is particularly prevalent
around the Crathes/East Park area. By this period
annual temperatures had risen and conditions were
more stable, although there was some fluctuation,
notably short-lived downturns around 7300 bc
(Hoek & Bos 2007; Lang et al 2010; Crombé 2017),
6200 bc (Alley et al 1997; Seppä et al 2007) and
4200 bc (Karlen & Larsson 2007; Tipping 2010).
Mixed woodland was able to develop, with some
open cover. The active terrace surface for much
of the Mesolithic comprises a wide gravel surface,
known as the Camphill Terrace, c 4–5m above the
surface of the present river, and visible at many of
the archaeological sites such as Nethermills Farm
(Illus 8.4). Peat-filled palaeochannels associated with
the Camphill Terrace in many locations indicate
that drier ‘islands’ were interspersed with active

river channels along the damp valley floor (Illus
8.5), though, throughout the period, conditions
became drier. This was an attractive region for
hunter-gatherer communities. Resources are likely
to have been varied and plentiful and facilitated
year-round resilience. The river, and associated
watercourses, facilitated movement across the region
as well as access to a hinterland comprising different
environments: from the uplands, and on to the
rest of the Scottish glens and highlands, across the
lowlands to the coastal plain and the sea. Along the
Dee, most sites are unlikely to have been occupied
year-round, but it is likely that many were returned
to on and off throughout the long period of the
Mesolithic.
The lithic evidence for Mesolithic activity focuses
on classic microlith types as well as other tools. It
is, characteristically, related to knapping techniques
making use of local, or near-local, raw materials and
focused on the manufacture of blades, designed

Illus 8.4 Terracing visible in the fields at Nethermills Farm NM2 and NM3. The main, Camphill, Terrace
lies in the centre of the photograph with the Maryfield Terrace surface above it and the Maryculter
Terrace below
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Illus 8.5 This view of the River Dee at Dinnet
gives an idea of the nature of the watercourse
that those who lived alongside the river in
the 6th millennium bc may have encountered.
In times of normal flow, the river occupied a
main channel with smaller waterlogged side
channels and a damp riparian land surface.
Birch woodland and birch and oak forests would
have been common along the banks, though the
canopy was open and there were small natural
clearings (here represented by the modern fields
in the background). Tree cover on the distant
hills is likely to have been denser

either for use as they are or for modification into
a range of recognisable pieces. Lithic assemblages
such as this come from Mesolithic sites across
Scotland where they are associated with in situ
deposits, radiocarbon determinations and detailed
archaeological analysis (see Murray et al 2009;
Warren et al 2018; Dingwall et al 2019a; and
Wickham-Jones et al 2020, for a selection of other
Mesolithic sites along the River Dee). Given its
derivation from fieldwalking and test pitting, the
material from Mesolithic Deeside is not as tightly
constrained in time, nor has it been analysed in
such depth as excavated material. Nevertheless, it is

possible to make parallels with excavated material
and draw some useful interpretation relating to the
Mesolithic communities of the area.
In general, Mesolithic material across Scotland
is often divided into ‘broad’ and ‘narrow’ blade
industries. While roughly self-descriptive (broadblade industries tend to measure over 8mm,
narrow-blade industries are narrower, Zetterlund
in Wickham-Jones 1990: 73; ScARF 2012a), the
meaning of this overtly typological division is still
a matter of debate. In England it is traditionally
assigned a chronological meaning, by which
broad-blade industries (Early Mesolithic) pre-date
narrow-blade (Late Mesolithic) material (Jacobi
1976). This has not been upheld where relevant
dates have been procured in Scotland because of the
often surprisingly early occurrence of narrow-blade
material (for example, Saville 2008; WickhamJones et al 2020), and current debate highlights
the early introduction of narrow-blade industries
into north-east Britain (Waddington et al 2017).
Recent typo-technological work suggests that
an earlier, broad-blade, Mesolithic does exist in
Scotland, though as yet absolute dates are lacking
and only a few sites have been recognised (Ballin
& Ellis 2019). Both the dating and geographical
spread of broad-blade sites in Scotland thus remain
unclear (ScARF 2012a) and, at the time of writing,
interpretations other than simple chronological
change remain open to analysis, including the
possibility of a grey scale of gradual technological
change as communities adapted to the new lifestyles
both demanded and rendered possible by a changing
world (Conneller et al 2016). The Mesolithic
Deeside assemblages are interesting for the inclusion
of broad-blade material on some sites, though all
are predominantly narrow-blade and, given their
derivation as scatter sites, the relationship of the
broad-blade material to the narrow is unknown.
A particular scatter of broad-blade material comes
from the site at East Park, though the assemblage
here is also more numerous and thus likely to be
more diverse. It should be remembered that the
Mesolithic component of most sites is likely to
derive from several activity episodes spread across
a considerable period of time.
Most of the evidence for Mesolithic activity
comprises extensive spreads of lithic material
resulting from intensive blade production: cores,
SAIR 97 | 158

Scottish Archaeological Internet Reports 97 2021

Illus 8.6 Artist’s reconstruction of a typical Mesolithic settlement alongside the river
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blades, and accompanying debitage. Much of
this relates to the production of narrow blades
and narrow-blade microliths of which many were
recovered, though not, perhaps, as many as would
be expected from excavation. Lithic resources are
assumed to be relatively local. Pebble nodules would
have been available at the coast, but there were also
deposits in the glaciofluvial gravels of the region. The
biggest, and best-known, flint source of north-east
Scotland occurs within the Buchan Ridge Gravels
about 60km north of the Dee, where pebble nodules
were plentiful, but small pockets may possibly occur
within more local gravels. The presence of debris
from the knapping of large pebbles at Nethermills
Farm raises an interesting point regarding the
sourcing of raw materials, whether brought to site
from 60km away or more locally. Saville noted
some Mesolithic activity at Den of Boddam in his
fieldwork in Buchan, though most of the extraction
there occurred in the Neolithic (Saville 2011). The
possibility that the remains of earlier activity may
have been scavenged for raw material should also be
remembered. Ballin suggests the reworking of larger
Late Upper Palaeolithic artefacts at Milltimber as
a source of raw material in the Mesolithic (Ballin
2019: 42). This focus on analysis of the stone tools
belies the wide range of activities that would have
been involved in daily life, most of which left little
explicit evidence (Illus 8.6).
Activity locations of particular significance in the
Mesolithic include the northern bank of the river at
Nethermills Farm, Crathes, around Durris Bridge;
and East Park, also on the north bank, and beside
Park Bridge (Illus 8.7). These sites sit mainly on the
Camphill Terrace, the surface of which provided
‘islands’ between the river channels that were dry and
suitable for settlement. Activity is likely to have taken
place over several millennia as a series of repeated
visits for various reasons. These may have been both
connected and unconnected, thus building up a
palimpsest of archaeological evidence that is difficult
to untangle. The focus of both locations at crossing
points of the river may well be of significance. Fraser
(1921: 94–127) notes a number of fords and ferry
locations along this stretch of the Dee; they are
historic features, recorded on many older maps (for
example, Robertson’s Topographical and military map
of the counties of Aberdeen, Banff and Kincardine,
1822, in the National Map Library, EMS.s.46A).

By the early 4th millennium bc farming was
established in Scotland, and the significance of
the Dee Valley as a corridor that facilitated both
agriculture and movement among the early farmers
of the time has been noted by many (for example,
Murray et al 2009; Dingwall et al 2019b). Terrace
surfaces such as the Camphill Terrace, which would
have been dry or drier by this time, with fertile,
newly developed soils, were highly suitable for the
requirements of the pioneering farming communities
as they moved along the river. These terraces were
easily accessible from the river and space could be
created for animals and crops. While the pollen
evidence at Nethermills Farm documents traces
of woodland clearance, an increase in grassland,
and disturbed ground (Ewan 1981), there is less
information relating to the state of the river at the
time. It is thought likely to have occupied a channel
roughly matching that of today, which had become
stable, confined against till on the right bank. The
region still incorporated bodies of water such as the
Loch of Park, and there were areas of fen and peat
bog, as well as many small burns that criss-crossed
the land, flowing down to the River Dee.
Archaeological evidence indicates that farming
was practised in the Early Neolithic at several sites
along the Dee (Warren Field, Crathes: Murray et
al 2009; Balbridie: Ralston 1982; Garthdee Road:
Murray & Murray 2014; Milltimber: Dingwall et al
2019b). The success of these settlements necessitated
some woodland clearance (Illus 8.8): the cleared area
around the Crathes hall may have been a kilometre
or so (Tipping et al 2009). Crops of bread/club
wheat and naked barley were grown and weeds of
cultivation, of course, have been recorded (Tipping
in Dingwall et al 2019b: 49). While the Early
Neolithic hall at Warren Field, Crathes, lies above
the main terrace surfaces away from the river, the
Camphill Terrace seems to have held particular
attraction for the farming communities. A particular
focus of Neolithic activity from the present study
lies on this surface along the south bank of the
river where the spreads from Balbridie and Wester
Durris occupy a series of fields. To the east of these
sites lie the adjacent fields of Cairnballoch, and
Nether Balfour where the Neolithic activity runs
on to the higher surfaces of the Lochton Terrace
and Lochton Sand and Gravel (Illus 8.9 & 8.10). In
practice it is likely that these spreads comprise the
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Illus 8.8 Artist’s reconstruction of a typical Early Neolithic settlement alongside the river
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remains of several episodes of occupation. While
excavation at Balbridie revealed an Early Neolithic
hall (Ralston 1982), the lithics from Wester Durris
and Nether Balfour suggest more of a Late Neolithic
focus. Further back from the river, Candieshill has
elements that might be Early Neolithic, as does
Heughhead.
Interestingly, specifically Early Neolithic stone
tool types, such as leaf-shaped points, were not
common among the assemblages, only occurring
in the spread between Balbridie and Nether Balfour.
Rather than conclude that Early Neolithic sites are
absent, however, it is worth noting that much Early
Neolithic material is indistinguishable from other
periods (in particular knapping debris, including
the introduction of bipolar working on some sites
(Warren 2009: 102), and retouched pieces such as
scrapers). Furthermore, while the straightforward
association of leaf-shaped points with activities such
as hunting is overly simplistic, it might not, perhaps,
be surprising to find that the material culture left
by those who settled along the fertile terraces of the
river focused on activities such as farming that left
a different suite of artefacts.
Activity after the Early Neolithic was different.
The local environment of the valley and the river
changed little, but, archaeologically, timber hall
structures such as those at Warren Field or Balbridie
were abandoned and burnt (Murray et al 2009),
succeeding generations of farmers dispersed, and the
evidence suggests that smaller houses were favoured
(Sheridan 2013; Murray & Murray 2014; Dingwall
et al 2019b). Recent meta-analyses (for example,
Shennan 2018) have argued that the Early Neolithic
population ‘boom’ was followed after c 3200 bc by
‘bust’ and population shrinkage, though others
have suggested a more nuanced picture (Bishop
2015). There are traces indicative of Late Neolithic
activity close to the present river along both banks
around Crathes, and on the higher terrace surfaces
at Candieshill and Park Smiddy (Illus 8.10). Late
Neolithic sites also occur upstream at Heughhead,
Kincardine O’Neil and Potarch. Given the lack of
excavation, the details of these sites and the precise
activities they represent remain to be investigated.
Late Neolithic flint working among the
Mesolithic Deeside sites is evidenced by some
specific lithic types such as multi-platform and disc
cores, flakes and blades with dihedral platforms,

and some retouched forms such as knives, scrapers
and invasive flaking. This is present across most of
the fieldwalked sites. Just how much of the other
debitage can be attributed to activity in this period
is not clear but bipolar working and the reworking
of earlier material is a feature of many Late Neolithic
sites and has been observed among the study sites. A
distinctive grey, homogeneous flint, used for some
of the assemblage at Heughhead and East Park,
may provide some evidence for the diversification
of raw material procurement in the Late Neolithic.
Elsewhere in Scotland it has been suggested that in
the Late Neolithic flint similar to this was imported
from further down the east coast, as far as Yorkshire
(ScARF 2012b), though without specific sourcing
confirmation this remains speculative. Nevertheless,
more diversity of flint is certainly seen in the Late
Neolithic assemblages and it is interesting that it is
at this time that extraction at Den of Boddam, to
the north, intensifies to include shallow pit mines
(Illus 8.11; Saville 2011).
Late Neolithic activity covers a wider area than
the Mesolithic and is present further inland, on the
higher and older terrace surfaces, as well as close
to the present river. Movement, though probably
still heavily dependent on the river, is likely to have
expanded to include the development of more
permanent routeways across country, opening up
the wider region and linking the farming settlements
of the Dee with families further afield. Relict gravel
surfaces lying between the poorly drained areas
would have facilitated both settlement and travel
over land. Elsewhere across the UK, studies of
animal and human bone have been interpreted as
indicating a high degree of mobility (Parker Pearson
2015; Madgwick et al 2019, 2021), though the scale
of the interpretations is not without controversy
(Barclay & Brophy 2020).
Moving into the Bronze Age (Illus 8.12), while
specifically Bronze Age lithics are rare among the
collection under scrutiny, individual examples do
occur on several sites (Illus 8.13) and the ubiquity
of much Bronze Age flintwork means that a Bronze
Age presence along the river cannot be discounted.
It is likely that some activity at least continued,
and that further Bronze Age elements are hidden
within the generally multi-period assemblages.
The fields at Wester Durris, Nether Balfour and
Upper Balfour all have lithic elements such as
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Illus 8.9 Principal sites with Early Neolithic finds
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Illus 8.10 Principal sites with Late Neolithic finds
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Illus 8.11 Den of Boddam: the surviving hollows that indicate the location of individual pits used for
the extraction of better-quality flint nodules from the gravel deposit in the Late Neolithic may be
seen in the band of rough ground at centre

strike-a-lights, spokeshaves and knives that suggest
Bronze Age activity and these are also to be found
at Nethermills, East Park and Cairnballoch. Bronze
Age communities were not absent from the River
Dee (Illus 8.13; Ginnever & van Wessel 2019).
8.2 The contribution of community archaeology

This report represents a considerable body of
archaeological work that has been undertaken by a
community group (Illus 8.15). While community
archaeology has a respectable heritage (Marshall
2002), and dedicated publications (for example, The
Journal of Community Archaeology and Heritage), the
contribution of community work to archaeological
understanding and management is often overlooked
(it could be argued that the literature, as with this
volume, tends to focus on the contributions that
are recognised; for example, Jameson & Musteață
2019). Although the lack of professional training
and experience may seem daunting to some

archaeologists, there are distinct advantages to
working with a more diverse skills base. Professional
archaeologists tend to follow tried and tested
methodologies (according to the exigencies of
funders’ requirements, commercial constraints,
archaeological efficiency and time management);
the members of a community group often have
different approaches that can lead to other ways
of working. Mesolithic Deeside is linked to (and
thus able to draw upon advice from) a number of
archaeological professionals, but organisation, drive
and ‘footwork’ come mainly from people who do not
rely on archaeology for a living. Nevertheless, the
members of Mesolithic Deeside hold considerable
archaeological experience and the deployment
of a community group for targeted study such as
that reported upon here has considerable benefits.
Members comprise both a core group with a preexisting interest in the prehistory of Deeside and
others who have been recruited at local events, such
as lectures and exhibitions. Groups such as this tend
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Illus 8.12 Artist’s reconstruction of a typical Bronze Age community beside the river, seen in summer
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Illus 8.13 Principal sites with Bronze Age finds
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Illus 8.14 General view of the River Dee at Crathes. The fisherman in middle distance emphasises
the ongoing resource value of the watercourse, and also the shallow nature of the river at this point
today

to have time to investigate sites over a number of
years. They are on hand to make repeated visits to
fields for fieldwalking, something that has been
found to be of particular value for lithic scatter
sites (Wickham-Jones 2020b). They are also able
to investigate all sites, not just those likely to yield
significant numbers of finds or information of
other archaeological value. While decision-making
is driven by the wider core group rather than an
archaeological specialist, it is thus possible to build
a more complete picture of human activity across
a region (see 8.4 ‘Overview: source to sea – early
prehistoric communities along the length of the
River Dee’).
The inclusion of members with varied experience
and skill sets means that novel methods of analysis
(for example, finds replication; 3D imaging; detailed
statistical and spatial analysis) can be considered and
applied, as well as different methods of presentation.

Most community volunteers are also keen to expand
their own archaeological skills and understanding,
turning any exercise into an opportunity for
knowledge transfer. The inclusion of school groups
on fieldwork projects, where practical, not only
helps to spread basic understanding of archaeology
but can help to build resilience relating to the future
significance of the discipline. School pupils were
involved in both the East Park and the Heughhead
projects, and the Aberdeen Young Archaeologists
Club participated in some of the fieldwalking and
in the excavation at Heughhead. Test pitting at
Nethermills Farm was undertaken in conjunction
with the Department of Archaeology at the University
of Aberdeen and included many students, drawn
from archaeology and other disciplines. Outside of
the practical programme, the fieldwork as a whole
is presented by members of the group in lectures
and demonstrations at a variety of local events (Illus
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Illus 8.15 Mesolithic Deeside at work

8.16), such as agricultural shows (thus building team
skills in public speaking and presentation as well
as local interest). The core funding for Mesolithic
Deeside for one year was obtained from the National
Lottery Heritage Fund, which seeks to involve a
wider range of people in heritage, and this aim can
indeed be said to have been achieved alongside the
many valuable archaeological outcomes. In other
years it has been necessary to pull together a variety
of smaller grants to achieve the financial support
necessary.
In common with any professional project,
successful community archaeology requires
meticulous record keeping and archiving. Given
the possibility that individual projects may
last for many years and involve many different
personalities, careful project management is vital. If
the results are to be fully understood and integrated
into general archaeological interpretations, it is
important that finds analysis and recording are
undertaken as soon as possible after fieldwork

(this applies to any professional project as well).
Finding and recording sites must go hand in hand.
By employing a lithic specialist, Mesolithic Deeside
was able to produce a prompt record of material
discovered. Using the local skills of the group
the lithic catalogue was then transferred to site
distribution maps which served to maintain group
enthusiasm and could be played into fieldwalking
strategy as work progressed. Training days have also
served to increase the relevant skills and confidence
of members, though work still takes place under
the supervision of the specialist. Many fieldwalking
projects struggle as results are not processed in
tandem with fieldwork, leaving no sense of the
archaeological achievement over time and, as
finances dwindle, production of the final report
can be problematic. Within this particular project,
it has been possible for a professional archaeologist
to lead production of the report, but it should be
emphasised that individual sections rely heavily on
the material supplied by the different collaborators,
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Illus 8.16 The Mesolithic Deeside stand at the Banchory Show, 2018

a mix of professional and non-professional
archaeologists. It is easy to be enthusiastic about
fieldwork; the ordering of records and compilation
of a final report are often more daunting tasks, but
should always be considered from the outset in
any project, whether professional or community
driven.
8.3 Methodologies
8.3.1 Methodologies: site selection and the nature
of fieldwalked assemblages

Although it is true to say that fields were
selected partly on the basis of their potential for
archaeological material, it is remarkable that to
the end of 2019 every site walked has yielded at
least some finds (one site only yielded a single
lithic). There are, however, issues relating to the
representative nature of any fieldwalked assemblage.
This is the subject of a separate study examining
the build-up of lithic information from the sites

at Nethermills Farm fields 3 and 4 over the many
different fieldwalking projects that have taken place
there since the 1970s (Wickham-Jones in prep).
The possibility that an element of unconscious bias
may have affected the recovery of the individual
elements of an assemblage has been discussed
above (see 7.2.3 ‘Lithic discussion’), though it
should be noted that this has not impacted on
the overall representative nature of distinct sites.
Nevertheless, the differences in microlith numbers
from different recovery techniques at Nethermills
Farm 4 are telling (Table 8.1). Given the small
size of most microliths, and the fact that many
of the Mesolithic Deeside pieces are fragmentary,
the recovery of any microliths during fieldwalking
is impressive. Fifty-four microliths were recovered
by Mesolithic Deeside in their fieldwalking to
2019.
Of course, fieldwalking rarely affords 100%
coverage of the surface of any field, and a significant
debate surrounds the ideal transect width to provide
SAIR 97 | 171

Scottish Archaeological Internet Reports 97 2021

Table 8.1 Nethermills Farm 4: the recovery of microliths. NB: this includes material recovered prior to
the Mesolithic Deeside fieldwalking

Recovery method

Excavation
All fieldwalking
Mesolithic Deeside fieldwalking
Test pitting

Number of microliths
(percentage of the total
assemblage by method)
1,147 (4%)
134 (1%)
17 (0.5%)
1 (0.2%)

representative information regarding archaeological
material on the surface of the ploughsoil. This is
not just a matter of archaeological efficacy; it is also
related to wider group aims. In common with many
community groups, Mesolithic Deeside serves an
important social function and thus in most cases
team members worked at 2-metre distance from
each other, allowing fields to be walked in 2-metre
transects while members could still communicate
up and down the line. This method provides
detailed coverage of the field surface but can be
slow. Other groups have preferred greater transect
widths, up to 20m apart, and still obtained useful
results (for example, Phillips in Bradley 2005:
87–97). Analysis by Mesolithic Deeside considered
a prolific field, Nethermills Farm NM4, and
plotted firstly those finds that would have been
captured by single walkers covering 2m strips (1m
either side of the walker) and walking 20m apart,
and secondly by pairs of walkers still 20m apart but
covering 4m strips. This showed that wider transect
widths would still have recognised the individual
concentrations, and, where sites were more prolific,
it would be possible to highlight areas of greater
finds density (Illus 8.17). While this method would
have required less time per field, finds numbers,
and thus detail, dropped. Individual elements
relating to the period spread would have been
reduced. There are certainly advantages to wider
transect widths for prospection, to be followed
up by more detailed walking where necessary.
Nevertheless, there are also disadvantages: the
impact of wider spacing on less prolific fields has
yet to be investigated; group members are more

Total assemblage size

c 30,000
10,829
3,293
433

isolated during walking; and the training of less
experienced members becomes more difficult.
The ideal transect width is based on a variety of
elements that incorporate both the social and the
archaeological aims of the project and the group
concerned (Illus 8.18).
Some issues arise because of the number of
years over which a project has taken place. The
definition of sites and their component fields
was an interesting element of this. The present
field pattern is obviously a modern construct of
little relation to the prehistoric population of
any area, and over time boundaries can change.
Some fields changed shape and name from one
season to the next. In addition, as knowledge of
the lithic scatters built up over the years, a single
prolific field was often found to adjoin another
prolific field (Illus 8.19). Should this be recorded
as a single site, or multiple sites? The decision is
complicated by the way in which archaeologists
themselves define a site in multiple ways: to
indicate a place for archaeological investigation; a
locus of repeated prehistoric (or historic) activity;
and the location of a single episode of ancient
activity. The work of Mesolithic Deeside (and
previous fieldwalking in the area) has identified
a number of large-scale lithic spreads which may
cover several fields and include many sites – as
at Nethermills Farm, Crathes, at Upper Balfour,
Kincardine O’Neil, or around Wester Durris.
Project records, field numbering and correlation
were complex businesses and systems have been
refined with time.
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Illus 8.17 Plots of the projected lithic densities from Nethermills Farm NM4 2018 if walked at varying transect widths. A 2m strips at 20m apart;
B 4m strips at 20m apart; C 2m strips at 2m apart
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Illus 8.18 Typical 2m spaced walkers during fieldwork
8.3.2 Methodologies: archaeological survival and
site significance

Sites identified by fieldwalking survive in the
ploughzone. The presence, or absence, of stratified
archaeological material on each site remains
unknown without test pitting or excavation.
At Nethermills Farm excavation demonstrated
the survival of archaeological features in the
subsoil in the early 1980s, but by 2019 most of
these had disappeared, presumably destroyed by
ongoing agricultural activities. Recent small-scale
excavations at East Park and Heughhead were
less conclusive; though in situ contexts were not
discovered at either site it could be argued that test
pitting elsewhere on site (away from the railway
line at Heughhead and on a higher terrace at
East Park), might be more rewarding. While the
impact of ongoing agriculture on the archaeology
along the Dee should not be underestimated,
the lithic scatters themselves still offer plenty of

information about the prehistoric inhabitants of
ancient Deeside.
There is considerable difference in lithic density
among the sites (Illus 8.20). While some of this
can, no doubt, be explained by the intensity of
archaeological work that has taken place over
the years, as at Nethermills Farm 4, it is not the
only explanation. Excavators and analysts have
long noticed the apparent profusion of lithics
on Mesolithic sites (discussed in Warren 2007;
and for an example see Wickham-Jones 1990)
as opposed to the careful curation of a Bronze
Age site (for example, Ritchie & Welfare 1984),
but, given that most of the sites reported here are
multi-period, other processes must be involved.
Indeed, the existence of several fields with fewer
than ten pieces raises questions of archaeological
significance and the definition of an archaeological
site. Two issues have particular relevance to the
earliest settlement of the landscape around the
River Dee.
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Illus 8.19 Lithics from the different fields at Kincardine O’Neil combine to indicate the existence of a single archaeological site, itself comprising the
locus of separate episodes of human activity in prehistory
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Illus 8.20 The varying lithic densities of the sites walked between Banchory and Dalmaik. Note that some sites such as NM4 have been walked
more than once
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Firstly, the exigencies of exploration and
colonisation mean that the earliest groups to visit
the area are likely to have left little archaeological
footprint. In the present case, these groups, known
today as Late Upper Palaeolithic, arrived at the end
of the last glaciation as the landscape was opening
up. Three of the Mesolithic Deeside sites yielded
Late Upper Palaeolithic material and they are
joined by finds from other sites in the area such
as Milltimber and Standingstones (Dingwall et al
2019a). The particular problems of locating and
interpreting the archaeology of exploratory periods
like this are not unique to Scotland and have been
well discussed elsewhere (Rockman & Steele 2003;
Fuglestvedt 2012; Owen 2015). Just because a site
is not represented by large numbers of finds, this
does not necessarily mean that it is not significant.
Quite apart from the fact that the significance of any
location in prehistory is unlikely to have relied on
the numbers of stone tools discarded there (Bird et
al 2016), in the case of the Late Upper Palaeolithic,
the rarity of sites across Scotland means that any
find is highly significant to archaeology today.
Secondly, there are issues of human activity
and the definition of an archaeological site. While
archaeologists focus on sites, the people of the past
did not operate in discrete boxes; their behaviour took
place across the landscape. There is, thus, a geographic
gradation of detritus relating to any activity. Centres,
known as sites, are likely to contain the highest
density of detritus (in this case lithic assemblages),
but it is unlikely to stop completely between centres.
In order to understand this human behaviour,
therefore, it is important to record and investigate
the less prolific areas of lithic material as well as the
higher-density spreads. This has long been an issue for
archaeologists, and it is, of course, complicated by the
geomorphological and other taphonomic processes
that also impact on archaeological survival. Foley
considered it, very eloquently, in 1981 (Foley 2009).
Archaeology, of necessity, focuses on clearly defined
sites with large numbers of finds, but those with
fewer finds are likely to be just as interesting (and
significant) in terms of ancient human behaviour.
How to investigate and interpret the less clearly
defined site, where a handful of lithics may be the
only indication of prehistoric activity, is more of a
problem, but through the work of Mesolithic Deeside
we are, at least, able to record them.

Higher-density sites are, thus, significant,
both in terms of archaeological resource and past
human behaviour. Nevertheless, it is perhaps
through examination of the lower-density sites
that Mesolithic Deeside offers a real contribution
towards interpretation of the behaviour of the
prehistoric communities in the area. These are the
places through which people passed – the routeways,
overnight stops, hunting blinds, kill-site butchery
areas – all the little everyday places that completed
the web of human activity. Although more detailed
investigation would be necessary in order to
pinpoint specific uses like these (if, indeed, it is ever
realistic), it is only by recording as wide a variety
of archaeological remains as possible that we can
really consider past human activity across the whole
landscape.
8.3.3 Methodologies: the contribution of test
pitting and excavation to management policies

The lithic scatter sites of Deeside comprise a
considerable archaeological resource. Fieldwalking
can reveal relevant information relating to date
and possible activities, but in order to assess
archaeological preservation and thus make decisions
regarding site significance and management,
further detail is needed. With this in mind, and in
consultation with the Local Authority Archaeologist,
three of the sites in the present study have been test
pitted or excavated. The overall reasoning behind
each exercise was slightly different, but the results
were similar.
The field at Nethermills Farm 4 is well known as
the location of previous fieldwork and excavation
which highlighted its potential as a Mesolithic
site (Wickham-Jones et al 2017). Test pitting was
undertaken to assess the continued survival of in
situ archaeological remains some 40 years after the
original excavation (Illus 8.21). Though it is clear
that much lithic material survives in the ploughsoil
here, features such as those recorded by Kenworthy
were not encountered; indeed, no clear Mesolithic
features were found with the exception of one
shallow pit which yielded a 7th-millennium cal bc
date (SUERC-93093, 7868±31 bp; SUERC-93097,
7887±31 bp). Continued agriculture, together with
increasingly frequent flooding, have taken their toll
of preservation. With regard to land management
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Illus 8.21 Nethermills Farm, NM4: general view of test pitting. The land rises to the higher,
Maryfield, Terrace in the background of the photograph

purposes, such as new development or forestry
planning, the archaeological value of this particular
field is, therefore, lower today than it was in the
1980s.
At East Park, test pitting was focused on
examining the possibility of preserved archaeology
below a particularly productive lithic scatter
discovered during fieldwalking across one side (the
lowest riverine edge) of the field. In the event, no
prehistoric features were discovered, and, while an
assemblage of just over 300 lithics was recorded,
fieldwalking across the rest of the field, together with
geoscience work, has since revealed a complex site
formation process in which colluviation has played
some part. Further test pitting across the rest of the
field on the higher terrace surfaces, would, thus, be
of use to assess the possibility that archaeological
features have been preserved here.
Initial excavation at Heughhead took place early
in the project. The site was chosen on the basis of a
lithic assemblage recovered some years previously,
together with fieldwalking by Mesolithic Deeside.
The excavation revealed that the part of the site
chosen for examination had been disturbed by the
construction of the Deeside Railway and the A93
road, both of which lay just to the north of the
trenches. While a lithic assemblage was recovered,
there were no in situ features. Nevertheless, the

collection from the field immediately to the north
of the road suggests that test pitting here might help
to elucidate the history of the site.
While the test pitting and excavation have not, so
far, resulted in the discovery of in situ archaeology,
it did help to confirm the depth of time represented
by the archaeology at these sites. The recovery of a
possible shouldered point at Nethermills Farm 4 is
of particular interest as it adds weight to other hints
of Late Upper Palaeolithic activity here, such as the
tanged point fragment found during Kenworthy’s
excavation. Late Upper Palaeolithic material,
including another shouldered point, was also
present at East Park, though none was discovered
at Heughhead. In addition, the finds from all three
sites included Mesolithic and Neolithic material. All
three sites are of considerable significance for our
understanding of the prehistory of the River Dee,
and indeed Scottish prehistory, and the possibility
of further targeted investigation at East Park and
Heughhead has been noted. Other sites that might
reward test pitting have been identified, including
Potarch, where the lithics coincide with a series of
circular anomalies visible on satellite images such
as Google Earth, and Kincardine O’Neil on the
Camphill Terrace.
Test pitting and excavation have undoubtedly
provided a positive experience and the results
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help to refine strategies for understanding and
managing the archaeological resources in the region.
They provided additional detail of the contents of
individual assemblages, information relating to the
site formation was gathered, and an assessment
of preservation became possible. In addition, the
active inclusion of school groups and students in
the fieldwork process undoubtedly helped to build
resilience for the future of the local archaeology,
while the arrival of numerous visitors to site
increased awareness of the past communities and
a number of possible new sites in the area were
notified to the team.
8.4 Overview: source to sea – early prehistoric
communities along the length of the River Dee
8.4.1 Hunter-gatherers

The lithic scatter sites recorded here add to a
growing body of information relating to the early
communities who lived in the wider area, in
particular along the length of the River Dee in early
prehistory. It helps to complete the picture of life
across the millennia from deglaciation to the arrival
of metalworking communities as recorded along
one of Scotland’s major watercourses, from the
present coastlands (within the bounds of the City
of Aberdeen) to the headwaters of the river. This is
a significant insight into the dynamic networks of
human activity across different ecozones and as they
developed through time. It provides testament to
the way in which human behaviour was not acted
out on individual sites alone, but rather as part of
a continuum across the landscape. As such the sites
recorded by Mesolithic Deeside do not stand alone,
they complement the work of many others, and no
doubt more material will be found in years to come.
Late Upper Palaeolithic sites are still relatively
scarce along the course of the river, given that
the period covers some 1,700 years. Despite the
relative stability of the perceived archaeology due
to the generalised typo-technological analysis by
which these groups are identified, some variability
in lifeways, and thus archaeological remains, might
be expected. Initially exploratory, subsequently
colonising, and only later in the period settling
into territories, the earliest groups had perhaps
worked their ways northwards from the shores of
Doggerland and brought some lithic and other

resources with them (Ballin & Wickham-Jones
2017). Later, as the landscape became more familiar
and knowledge of local materials grew, so it was
possible to settle into different routines adapted
towards familiar and more reliable facets of the
regional terrain. The Dee facilitated access inland
across a largely open landscape, but population
numbers are likely to have been small, the passage
across the land was light, people left little trace, and
the archaeological evidence is infrequent. To date,
in the area under investigation, sites have only been
recognised along the middle reaches of the Dee, but
it is likely that Late Upper Palaeolithic lithics have
gone unrecognised in previous archaeological work.
This, is, of course, merely a reflection of the state of
knowledge at the time the work took place, but it
is notable that Late Upper Palaeolithic material is
an increasingly frequent component of recent field
investigations further down the river (Dingwall et
al 2019a), suggesting that more sites await discovery
and recognition. In the headwaters of the river, the
absence to date of Late Upper Palaeolithic material
may be related to difficulties of prospection and site
recognition in the upland terrain, though there is
clearly scope for further investigation.
Mesolithic sites have been recorded within the
bounds of the City of Aberdeen and surrounding
areas. Canmore and the Aberdeen City Historic
Environment Record both record a shell midden site
of Mesolithic aspect containing periwinkle, limpet
and mussel shells together with some mammal and
fish bones, excavated on the ‘25 foot’ raised beach
at Nigg Bay in the early 20th century, but without
any precise location (Canmore NJ90SE 8, HER
NJ90SE0008; Reid 1912). Kenworthy discusses the
evidence for a ‘short-term hunting camp’ at Green,
as well as other, more isolated, finds of Mesolithic
artefacts in the city (Kenworthy in Murray 1982:
20, 49, 89, 91–3, 200–8, 212–16). Saville discusses
remains from two city locations in detail and notes
that small numbers of finds came from five others.
He comments that Mesolithic evidence within the
city tends to be ‘sporadic and disparate’ (Saville in
Cameron & Stones 2001: 259–61). In keeping with
the circumstances at the time of these excavations,
it is true to say that Mesolithic Aberdeen has not
received the attention it might have were the
investigations to take place today, but it is useful to
be able to record a Mesolithic presence on the higher
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land to the north of the mouth of the River Dee
(Illus 8.22). There is less evidence around the mouth
of the River Don, but an unpublished document
in Marischal Museum provides useful detail of
an assemblage of several hundred worked flints
collected in the gardens of a newly built housing
estate on higher land immediately to the north of
the river in the 1930s and 1950s. The assemblage
was classified as Mesolithic by Douglas Simpson of
Aberdeen University and is housed in the museum,
where it is currently being reassessed and has been
found to contain mainly Neolithic and Bronze Age
material with a small Mesolithic component (Jacob
Metson, pers comm). Both the Dee and the Don
would have provided attractive environments for
Mesolithic communities and there is clearly evidence
that they were exploited at this time. Further north,
estuaries such as the Ythan, where there is abundant
evidence for Mesolithic activity (Warren 1999),
perhaps give a more accurate (less disturbed by
modern development) glimpse of the way in which
the mouths of large east-coast rivers such as the Dee
were desirable locations for Mesolithic occupation.
West of the city boundaries, the evidence for
Mesolithic activity is consolidated by the recent
work on the Aberdeen Western Peripheral Route
(AWPR on Illus 8.22) and the findings of several
Mesolithic sites such as Milltimber (AWPR 2–5 on
Illus 8.22; Dingwall et al 2019b) which included
pit-traps for hunting as well as fence lines and a
lithic scatter. Geographically, this work blurs nicely
into the evidence provided by Mesolithic Deeside for
Mesolithic activity along the Dee. A comprehensive
range of sites has been recorded alongside the river
from the present coast, as far west as Heughhead,
where the evidence begins to thin as the river enters
the foothills of the Cairngorms, though Kenney
notes several lithic scatters of Mesolithic aspect in
this area in her research (Kenney 1993).
Nevertheless, fieldwalking by Mesolithic Deeside,
together with earlier campaigns such as the work
of Grieve, OFARS and Kenney, has focused on
the River Dee. This has undoubtedly created a
‘honeypot’ of finds that serves to bias interpretation,
so that more investigation is needed away from the
river. The upland evidence for Mesolithic occupation
from Standingstones (van Wessel 2019) is a valuable
corrective to current interpretations, as is the work
of Phillips and colleagues (Phillips in Bradley 2005:

87–97). Their project, further back from the river,
some 6km to the north of Aboyne, recorded many
fields with lithic collections in the Howe of Cromar
around Tarland, though it was noted that only a
small number included Mesolithic material (Phillips
in Bradley 2005: 87–97).
Along the length of the Dee it has, therefore,
been possible to build a more complete picture of
the human inhabitation of the landscape in earlier
prehistory. This includes not only the big sites but
also smaller sites that are apparently (to us) of less
significance. While some sites, such as Nethermills
Farm NM2 and NM4, and East Park, appear to
indicate a desire to be close to the river itself, other
sites, such as Warren Field, illustrate the attractions
of a location slightly further back. Excavated sites
bring some indication of the variety of activities that
made up everyday life as at Warren Field (Murray
et al 2009) and Milltimber (Dingwall et al 2019b),
while the fieldwalking reminds us of the extent
of ground across which these early communities
ranged. The present survey adds to the work of
Paterson (Paterson & Lacaille 1936) and Grieve to
suggest an extraordinary concentration of finds in
the fields between Banchory and Drumoak; there
are few locations in this stretch of the river without
evidence of Mesolithic activity. West of Banchory,
fieldwalking and test pitting at Heughhead and
Kincardine O’Neil have extended the extent
of inhabitation. The field at Potarch shows that
people gathered on limited areas of floodplain even
in deeply incised bedrock gorges. The rapids of
Jock Young’s Leap at this point have topographic
parallels at the Chest of Dee west of Braemar
(Wickham-Jones et al 2020), both locations where
salmon (as well, presumably, as Jock Young) leapt
in spectacles that still attract interest today. Into the
Cairngorms, recent fieldwork by the Upper Dee
Tributaries Project (Fraser et al 2020) has revealed
a number of sites, including specialised activity
camps (Warren et al 2018), possible riverside base
camps (Wickham-Jones et al 2020) and smaller
more ephemeral findspots (Fraser et al 2020). These
sites focus on two valleys: that of the Geldie Burn
and that of the Upper Dee above White Bridge
(Illus 8.23). Survey in these areas is not without
challenges, but these sites demonstrate clear rewards
(Wickham-Jones et al 2020) and the continuation
of Mesolithic activity into the highlands.
SAIR 97 | 182

Illus 8.22 Mesolithic findspots in the City of Aberdeen. Two separate excavations have been recorded at Green

Scottish Archaeological Internet Reports 97 2021

SAIR 97 | 183

Scottish Archaeological Internet Reports 97 2021

Illus 8.23 The confluence of the River Dee and the Geldie Burn just to the east of the excavation
site at Chest of Dee in the Cairngorms. The excavation site lies along both banks of the Dee (on the
right); project vans can be seen in the centre of the photograph

Though it has not, yet, been possible to relate
any single site directly to another, the picture is one
of communities living within and moving across
the landscape and making use of the river in all its
variety. The full length of the watercourse offers a
wide range of terrain and ecological niches for those
who live along its banks. The River Dee had much
to offer a mobile population from the drier areas of
the terrace floodplains to the turbulent waters where
bedrock rises to the surface, from the coastal dunes
and saltmarshes through the verdant woodland
of the middle reaches and up into the montane
environments of the hinterland. The archaeology
suggests that all niches and resources were
explored and utilised. The river clearly facilitated
both movement and settlement. At present, it is
interesting to note that activity in the Mesolithic
tends to focus along the corridor formed by the
river and its terraces. Fieldwork further away from

the river around Tarland recorded less Mesolithic
material, though this remains to be tested elsewhere.
8.4.2 Farmers

With the introduction of farming the requirements
of local communities changed. Settlements needed to
support year-round occupation, and issues of fertility
and soil cover came to the fore. Supporting activities
were not completely abandoned, however, and the
scatter of smaller findspots continues. Neolithic finds
in the City of Aberdeen tend to comprise records
of artefacts, such as a polished axehead and other
stone tools found at Dyce (Canmore: NJ81SE21;
NJ81SE22. HER: NJ81SE0017; NJ81SE0027).
While the two monographs recording excavation
in the city over the last 50 years do not discuss
possible Neolithic finds, this is more likely to
reflect 20th-century archaeological priorities rather
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than prehistoric actuality (Murray 1982; Cameron
& Stones 2001). Farming communities were
certainly making use of the fertile lands alongside
the river. More extensive Neolithic remains have
been recorded around the western periphery, for
example at Milltimber (Dingwall et al 2019b) and
Garthdee Road (Murray & Murray 2014) and the
record continues further upstream at Balbridie
(Ralston 1982; Reynolds 1980) and Warren Field,
Crathes (Murray et al 2009). To the west, Neolithic
sites are less frequent, though they do exist (Kenney
1993), and the Howe of Cromar fieldwork around
Tarland yielded several lithic scatters, primarily
of Late Neolithic aspect, further away from the
river (Phillips in Bradley 2005). The attraction
of recent alluvial soils on the lower river terraces
for the earliest farmers has been noted above, and
by the Late Neolithic evidence for human activity
is more widespread, in the form of more varied
types of site such as the Recumbent Stone Circles
which complement the lithic scatter sites (Bradley
2005). By this point, woodland clearance was
more established and the human impact on the
land would have been more obvious in the form
of fields, boundaries and trackways, as well as
settlements and monuments. Up in the Cairngorms,
there is, however, evidence for a continued human
presence at this time at sites like Chest of Dee
(Wickham-Jones et al 2020). It may well be that
activities such as hunting and the collection of other
resources continued to be important here, and of
course the mountain routeways also offered access
to communities elsewhere across the highlands of
Scotland.
The River Dee was clearly a major focus of
human activity over extended periods of early
prehistory and the role of the Mesolithic Deeside
sites in adding substance and detail to this picture
of the communities along the river at the time is
significant.
8.5 Further work

While the lithic scatter sites along the river are
prolific, interpretation has to be cautioned by the
lengthy chronological and geographical spread
of the sites and it should, furthermore, be noted
that given their derivation from ploughsoil, few
assemblages are strictly in situ. The lessons for

future archaeology are subtle. While the excavation
at Nethermills Farm in the early 1980s did record
preserved Mesolithic features, test pitting in field
NM4 suggests that continued intensive agriculture
and ongoing natural processes in this location mean
that stratified prehistoric features no longer survive
here. This is likely to be the case on many other
sites. At Heughhead, archaeological features in the
area examined had been disturbed by 19th-century
infrastructure, and wider test pitting across the
main body of the site is clearly necessary to assess
archaeological survival both here and at East Park.
Test pitting is a relatively quick and cheap method
of assessment, of considerable use to progress
the acquisition of more detailed archaeological
information from lithic scatter sites (WickhamJones 2020b). Other sites that would repay test
pitting in order to investigate archaeological survival
and significance include Balbridie (where recent
reassessment has identified possible Late Upper
Palaeolithic material), Birkwood (with Mesolithic
potential), and Potarch (where the lithics occupy
an interesting location that also incorporates a series
of circular anomalies), as well as Kincardine O’Neil
(possibly a predominantly Neolithic site).
It should also be noted that research to date
(both by Mesolithic Deeside and earlier projects)
has focused on the Camphill Terrace as the most
prolific for lithic material. Finds do occur on higher
terraces, however, often (but not always) in less dense
concentrations. Given the complex nature of terrace
formation and the geomorphological processes that
have shaped the terraces through time, and the way
in which the deposits on one surface are linked to
those on another, a focus for future research on
fieldwalking, test pitting and sediment analysis
of higher surfaces, such as the Maryfield Terrace,
would be beneficial even where initial prospects for
artefact-rich sites may not be great. The true nature
of the Camphill Terrace and its archaeology cannot
be understood in isolation. Material from earlier
periods such as the Late Upper Palaeolithic may well
lie buried under greater depths of sediment in other
locations.
The identification of the full extent of the earliest
prehistoric activity along the river is blurred to a
great degree by the later extensive spreads of lithics
from Late Mesolithic activity. We cannot yet say
whether the Late Upper Palaeolithic lithics are from
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short or long-term occupations, and whether, or to
what extent, they made use of local sources of gravel
flint in addition to the imported flint evidenced
among their assemblages. We remain unsure how
to characterise the very earliest Mesolithic activity,
and the transition from Late Upper Palaeolithic to
Early Mesolithic remains opaque across the whole
of Britain (Conneller et al 2016). Excavation of
stratified archaeology remains the only means to
untangle the traces of the hunter-gatherers of these
different periods within the local landscape, but to
date none of the sites under investigation can be
categorised as solely Late Upper Palaeolithic. While
the undifferentiated nature of many of the lithics
means that on most sites it is impossible to pick out
specific activities from separate periods, only through
more detailed investigation will the sites that we need
be found. The identification and excavation of in
situ Late Upper Palaeolithic material remains a high
priority for Scottish archaeology and the number of
sites with such elements in this stretch of the River
Dee means that it holds significant potential for
this work. One possible avenue of investigation to
target varied hunter-gatherer activity sites might be
to work from detailed research on the nature of the
land and prospect the margins of infilled lakes such
as the Loch of Park. Work across Europe indicates
that these were attractive locations for huntergatherer settlement.
The value of the research reported here lies in the
number and variety of sites, in both chronological

and spatial terms. While early prehistoric sites
remain, in general, under-reported across Scotland,
comprehensive survey work such as this shows
that it is a situation that can be rectified. The
problems of locating and managing archaeological
remains relating to early prehistory (Late Upper
Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, Neolithic), when much
prospection is based on walkovers or surveys of
upstanding sites, are recognised by the Scottish
Archaeological Research Framework (ScARF
2012a). In order to increase understanding of
any lithic scatter site, test pitting is recommended
(Wickham-Jones 2020b). All of the locations listed
here would merit further examination in advance
of destructive development such as housing or
infrastructure, and many of the sites are likely to
hold considerable significance for archaeological
research even in the absence of planned destruction.
While the vagaries of soil depth, taphonomy and
agriculture make test pitting an important process
with regard to the assessment of the archaeological
significance of any field, where in situ material
is found to survive, the detailed excavation of a
selection of sites would serve to address some of
the gaps in our understanding of a crucial period
of Scottish prehistory. While it is true to say that
the extensive survey reported here has served to
contextualise earlier focused excavation (at sites
such as Balbridie and Nethermills Farm), it is also
important to remain aware that focused excavation
serves to contextualise broadscale survey.
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9. CONCLUSION

The early prehistoric communities of the Dee Valley
occupied a rich territory throughout at least 10,000
years from around the time of the initial warming of
the Late Glacial Interstadial. The work of Mesolithic
Deeside reveals an extensive archaeological record
that comprises multiple traces of diverse activity
throughout this landscape. This record is not and
can never be complete, but in comparison with
many other areas it is abundant. The prehistoric
population of Mesolithic Deeside was not scattered,
nor isolated – this part of the country was well able
to support a thriving population over long periods
of time.
The area has a strong role to play in pushing back
evidence for the human settlement of Scotland into
the Late Glacial period. The presence of a possible
Hamburgian shouldered point among the finds
adds to the, admittedly sparse, potential evidence

for a Late Upper Palaeolithic presence at Nethermills
Farm (Ballin & Wickham-Jones 2017) and there
is supporting material from East Park and Wester
Durris. While isolated finds are always problematic,
this does add significance to the area when
considered in light of the Late Upper Palaeolithic
material recently excavated at other sites along the
River Dee. Mesolithic finds are more common, but
no less interesting. In addition to the diversity of
sites recorded, the overall archaeological scatter at
Nethermills Farm stretches for over 2km, making it
among the most significant locations for Mesolithic
activity in Britain. Neolithic material shifts focus
very slightly, with a large spread between Balbridie
and Nether Balfour on the south side of the river.
The lithic scatter sites provide important evidence
to supplement that of the excavations at Balbridie
and Warren Field, Crathes. While excavation can
reveal the details of a settlement, the diversity of
the scatter sites offers an important reminder of the

Illus 9.1 A classic Mesolithic conical core found during fieldwalking. The sites recorded through
archaeological fieldwalking, such as that of Mesolithic Deeside, provide a valuable source of
information for our interpretation of prehistory
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activities that supplemented farming and sustained
local communities. Within the context of other
archaeological work in the region, it is now possible
to build a strong picture of life along the Dee for
the families who chose to make it their home
through time. While their immediate surroundings
provided for the necessities of life, these people were
not isolated. Connections to the east and west are
recorded from the start, as well as the drawing in of
resources from both north and south.
Several years of fieldwork along the middle
reaches of the River Dee in Aberdeenshire have
yielded a wealth of information that falls into
two archaeological categories: that related to
interpretation and improved management; and
that related to the methodology of information
gathering and site analysis. Other areas have similar
potential, for example the Tweed Valley, and the

work described here should be seen as a model
which could be adapted and applied elsewhere.
Further benefits have accrued in terms of the role
of community archaeology as a significant driver
of archaeological understanding. This has several
facets: the acquisition of archaeological data; the
social benefits of participation; improved interest in
archaeology across the region; and the construction
of a resilient future for the remains of the past along
the river. Funding for Mesolithic Deeside has come
from many sources, and the work has involved a
wide variety of people, both children and adults,
including some professional archaeologists. In
this way, the excitement of unearthing the ancient
past has come to many (Illus 9.1). The project has
undoubted academic and archaeological benefits,
but it has also resulted in much wider impact and
this will, it is hoped, continue into the future.
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