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Editorial 

Our Newsletter is majoring on some very 21
st
. century technologies this year as members 

have been getting to grips with Internet technology and Geophysical Machines.  This is 

illustrated in our articles on „the blog‟ and the fruits of our healthy exercise with the 

Resistivity equipment.  We have, however, a selection of interesting contributions which are 

definitely on „the archaeological target‟ to ensure that you will really enjoy this Newsletter. 

Once again we would reminded you that the Newsletter and webmaster Steve Moody are still 

active and interested in our events and we would appreciate it if our members would take 

photographs and continue passing them on to him or me (Bill Atkinson) for inclusion with a 

few written comments please (if possible),. We can then continue to publish them on the web 

site under „Past Events‟ and we STILL really need YOU TO CONTINUE sharing with 

members your news and views! 

Once again we have selection of articles we cover subjects from both home and abroad and 

covering human activity, from the Neolithic age to the present day.  Well, the Winter 

Programme has started off in a most unexpected way with our first two speakers pulling out 

at the last minute, but a THANK YOU to Ann Ireland for keeping cool and not disappointing 

us!.  Well Done! 

Concerning our “Members‟ Evening”, the first Wednesday in January 2012 - a taster of what 

have already is we shall be „flying high‟ with at least one contribution.  I shall say once again, 

if anyone has any contributions for this event then contact Bill Atkinson on (01722) 326 978 

or by email to absbilla@aol.com and keep an Hon. Sec. happy, as well as our members 

attending that evening! 
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The AVAS Blog        Mike Gill 
 

Earlier this year I wanted to try out some free web software called WordPress, and was 

looking for good subject matter.  The result was the AVAS Blog 

(http://blogavas.wordpress.com), a dynamic and interactive website which complements the 

more formal and static content that appears on the main AVAS website 

(http://www.avas.org.uk).  A screen shot of the home page is shown in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1:  The home page of the AVAS Blog 

The first question to answer is:  what is a blog?  The term is a blending of the words „web 

log‟, and is a website which provides a commentary on a particular subject through regular 

updates, also called „posts‟.  However, a blog also aims to be interactive, allowing people to 

leave comments on posts and reply to other people‟s comments. 

To date there have been twenty six posts on the blog, with the most popular topics being 

AVAS meetings, geophysics fieldwork and aerial photography.  There are currently two 

authors set up – myself and Mark Vincent.  For anyone interested in contributing to the site, it 

is extremely easy to add new posts.  No specialist technical knowledge is required, as 

WordPress supplies a simple web page to write and format content, as shown in Figure 2.  If 

a user is able to write a Word document, they will be able to author a post. 

 
Figure 2:  The simple interface provided to add new content 

 

The Blog also has a number of other features, including: 

 The display of recent heritage related news stories from the CBA, English Heritage and the 

BBC.  See Figure 3. 

 The display of recent photographs in the sidebar from the AVAS Flickr site 

(http://www.flickr.com/photos/blogavas), which hosts photographs from AVAS gatherings 

and fieldwork.  See Figure 4. 

http://blogavas.wordpress.com/
http://www.avas.org.uk/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/blogavas
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 Detailed statistics on visitors to the website. 

 The ability to subscribe to email notifications when new content has been added to the blog.          

 
Figure 3:  Archaeology news feeds are automatically 

updated on the Blog 

 
Figure 4:  Recent photographs posted to the AVAS 

Flickr site are displayed in the Blog sidebar 

 

The visitor statistics show that between February and September there were 1,439 hits, or 

page views.  The site administrator (that‟s me) is able to view a graphical breakdown of these 

figures by day, week or month, as shown in Figure 5. 

 
Figure 5:  A monthly breakdown of the number of page views, or hits 

Also of interest is the information on what people searched for before landing on the AVAS 

Blog, as shown in Figure 6.  Not surprisingly „AVAS Blog‟ is the top search term, but it is 

also interesting to see visits to the blog following generic geophysics and aerial photography 

related searches. 
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Figure 6:  Search terms used before landing on the AVAS Blog 

Although it is still early days for the AVAS Blog, the initial signs are encouraging.  The site 

will prove a useful mechanism for pushing information out to members, and those members 

who miss a meeting or some fieldwork will be able to keep up to date.  The site has also 

shown it has the capability to publicise AVAS to a wider audience.  So, please visit the site 

and sign up for the automatic email updates which are sent out when new content is added to 

the Blog. 

 

 

 

An Orkney Odyssey    Jan Elkins & Alison Clements 
 

Orkney was like a magnet. The more Alison and I learnt about it, either from books or from 

the television, the more we wanted to see it for ourselves. So at the end of May this year we 

were able to make our dreams come true. 

Our journey began on the 28
th

 May 2011 when we boarded a plane at Southampton Airport 

and flew to Glasgow. Once there we changed to a much smaller plane and that took us all the 

way to our final destination, Kirkwall Airport in Orkney. As luck would have it the skies 

were blue and clear so we were able to have an excellent view of the islands as we prepared 

to land. 

Orkney is situated just north of Mainland Scotland and comprises of over seventy islands of 

which seventeen to eighteen are inhabited. These islands have been inhabited for over 6000 

years and are perhaps most famous for their well-preserved Neolithic monuments and their 

abundance of wildlife. They are also very windy and there are hardy any trees to be seen on 

the landscape. 

From the airport we caught a taxi to our hotel in Kirkwall. The Orkney Hotel was situated 

near the cathedral and was within easy walking distance of the main town. It was slightly 

dated but it very clean and comfortable and the food was delicious. 

Once unpacked, we spent our first afternoon and early evening getting to know Kirkwall and 

what it had to offer. We had an excellent meal in the Kirkwall Hotel and then rounded off the 

evening by going into a lively pub called The Reel and listening to the local live folk music. 

The scene was set and it was a great way to end the day. 
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Sunday 29
th

 May dawned and after breakfast we met up with 

fellow AVAS member, Jacqui Marwick who lives in Orkney 

and runs the Post Office in the smaller island of Rousay. She 

had kindly offered to take us on a tour and it was only then that 

we realized the importance of having a car. Something we 

hadn‟t planned for but luckily didn‟t need. 

From Kirkwall we set off across the East Mainland towards the 

Churchill Barriers. These Barriers were built on the orders of 

Churchill in 1940 after a German U-boat U47 sank the HMS 

Royal Oak in 1939. The four barriers were intended to seal off 

the eastern approaches to the Scapa Flow. They were 

constructed by the firm of Balfour Beatty who, because of the 

shortage of labourers in the local vicinity, used several hundred 

Italian prisoners-of-war who were drafted in to help. Today the 

Barriers provide a link between the Mainland, Lamb Holm, 

Glims Holm, Burray and South Ronaldsay and the rusting 

skeletons of some of the block ships can still be seen protruding 

out of the water. It was across this route that we travelled on to 

Burwick, South Ronaldsay to our next destination, the 

mysterious Isbister Chambered Cairn or as it is better known, 

the Tomb of the Eagles. 

 The car park was in a farmyard where some of the buildings had been converted into a 

museum and a gift shop. It was in the museum that we were given an introduction to the site 

that also included the Liddle Burnt Mound and a Bronze Age building. Local farmer Ronnie 

Simison discovered them all in the 1950s and his family is still running the museum. After 

the talk we were shown some of the artifacts that had been found including some skulls. 

The name “Tomb of the Eagles” was created by Bryce Wilson, a former curator of the 

Orkney Museum, who used it as a title for a poster advertising the first exhibition of the 

artefacts. These artefacts included not only human skulls and a collection of various tools, but 

also a collection of human bones that had been interned with an array of talons and bones 

from the white-tailed sea eagle. 

On leaving the museum we walked a long a footpath and firstly came across the Bronze Age 

building and the Burnt Mound. The walls of the 3000-year-old building were complete with 

stone trough, water system and hearth. The Burnt Mound that had been created by broken 

stones and peat ash from the trough and fireplace, stood close by and is up to two metres 

high. 

From there we continued to our main destination, the Tomb of the Eagles. We found it 

perched neatly above the South Ronaldsay Cliffs over looking the North Sea towards the 

rising sun. The views were spectacular the setting was perfect. Excitedly we approached the 

narrow entrance. 

To gain access to this 5000-year-old tomb we had to lie on a trolley and pull ourselves in. 

Once inside we were not disappointed. The remaining walls stood about two metres high with 

the central area being divided into sections by large vertical stone slabs. There were three side 

chambers all enveloped in darkness and two shelved end cells. 
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By one of the chambers a torch lay conveniently on the 

floor. Curiosity eventually got the better of me so I 

decided to shine the light into the darkness expecting to 

see nothing but an empty chamber. I couldn‟t have been 

more wrong. Instead of nothing there lying in front of 

me was a collection of skulls, smiling skulls at that. My 

scream of surprise even made Alison jump and we 

laughed about it for the rest of the holiday. As we made 

our departure the heavens opened and by the time we 

got back to the car we were totally drenched. 

On next destination was the Fossil and Heritage Centre 

at Burray. Here they have a delightful Community Café, 

which we would highly recommend. Also the collection 

of fossils on display is well worth seeing and come from 

all around the world. A local builder, Leslie Firth, 

donated them and some of them are very rare. My 

favourites were the fossilized fish and a fine specimen 

of a fossilized crab.  

Whist we were in the area we also visited the Lelia 

Thomson Hoxa Tapestry Gallery in St Margaret‟s Hope.  

The tapestries were beautiful and portrayed The Orkney 

Isles in a contemporary way.  From there we went to the 

Italian Chapel on Lambholm. This is a relic of camp 60 

which housed the hundreds of Italian prisoners during 

the Second World War. 

From the outside the building made up of two Nissen huts placed end to end and joined 

together doesn‟t look anything special. But when you enter through the chapel‟s door the 

interior is beautiful. It is adorned with the most amazing paintings and is a fitting memorial to 

the people lost in the war. It was there that our tour ended and Jacqui kindly returned us to 

our hotel. 

The next morning, May 30
th

, we were up bright and early. The skies had cleared and the 

weather looked very promising. Today Jacqui was hoping to take us over to Rousay, “The 

Egypt of the North”, so after breakfast we met up with her and drove to the ferry terminal at 

Tingwall. This was an experience in itself as all of the vehicles had to be reversed onto the 

ferry and be parked in very tiny spaces. Definitely not for faint-hearted drivers! Unfortunately 

as a tractor and trailer had already taken up most of the room we were unable to board so 

whilst waiting for the next ferry we quickly drove to The Broch of Gurness at Aikerness in 

Evie and spent time on the beach watching a couple of seals swimming in the sea. 

When we returned to the terminal we struck lucky, even though a lorry had taken up most of 

the room, they still managed to squeeze us on. Luckily it was a smooth crossing and as we 

approached Rousay we were entertained by the terns dive-bombing into the sea. 

 After having lunch at The Post Office, the weather was perfect.  We couldn‟t wait to begin 

our exploration of Rousay and the archaeology only stopping off to watch several seals 

sunbathing on the rocks.  The first place we visited was the Neolithic Blackhammar 

Chambered Cairn. This stalled type cairn was quite close to the road and easy to get to. On 

entering through a metal door there to protect it, we saw that the chamber was divided by 

upright slabs and still in very good condition.  Apparently when it was discovered it only 

contained two burials, some flint and bone tools and a broken Unstan Ware bowl. Whereas in 
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another cairn called Yarso, there had been so much more with the remains of at least 21 

people and also some deer bones. 

From there we drove to “The Archaeological Mile” to visit Midhowe Stalled Cairn and 

Midhowe Broch. The pathway to these was down quite a steep hill but the walk was well 

worth it. Midhowe Cairn is the largest chambered cairn in Orkney and when we entered the 

building that protected it, the sheer size of the cairn took us by surprise. It was massive with 

the chamber measuring 23x4m. In the middle, twelve pairs of stalls divided it and this was 

where about 25 people had been laid to rest in crouched positions on or under the shelves. As 

there was a walkway above the cairn we were able to look at it from several different angles 

and appreciate how much work had gone into building it. It was outstanding. 

From there we walked on to Midhowe Broch still bouncing with the archaeology that had 

been appearing in front of our eyes. Could it get any better?  Midhowe Broch, a tower 

structure in excellent condition, with its walls standing at 4.3m in height. Apparently this Iron 

Age building had been occupied from approximately 200BC – 200AD and during 

excavations amongst the items found were some Roman pottery and a bronze ladle. Also, 

there was evidence of bronze working on the site with fragments of crucibles and moulds 

being discovered. On climbing to the top of the Broch we were able to see the layout of the 

rooms below us, with the internal stone partitions, tanks and hearths still intact. Yet again 

another place well worth visiting even though it was a very tiring climb (Alison can vouch for 

that) to get back to the car park. 

Our final destination on Rousay was Taversoe Tuick an unusual two-tiered cairn with a small 

separate chamber and two entrances. This cairn is unique in Orkney and has remained in 

excellent condition. It is situated quite near the pier and we were able to enter it through the 

top entrance and climb down a small ladder to the lower floor. It wasn‟t very spacious and 

had survived very well. 

With our visit now finished, we once again boarded the ferry back to the Mainland, but as the 

evening was still young, Jacqui decided to take us to Marwick Head in the hope of us seeing 

a puffin or two at the RSPB Reserve. In early summer (the time when we were there) it 

comes alive with breeding seabirds and is a good place to view Guillemots, Razorbills, 

Fulmars, Kittiwakes and Rock Doves but unfortunately it was too early for the puffins. They 

were yet to arrive. The car park was lower down from the cliffs but it was a pretty walk to the 

top as the pathway was adorned with a carpet of wild flowers, Thrift, orchids and a profusion 

of yellow lichen. Once at the top we admired the breathtaking view. We watched the waves 

below crashing over the rocks and followed the seabirds as they dipped and soared around the 

cliff face. The air was alive with their cries.  

On the highest point of Marwick Head we could see a tower. This was built after the First 

World War to commemorate the Minister of War, Kitchener and the crew of the HMS 

Hampshire, which was sunk in 1916, most probably by a mine. It had been on route to Russia 

and very few of the crew survived. Near the car park stood a ship‟s gun from the HMS 

Hampshire and this was a very vivid reminder of the tragedy. 

Even though it was getting late it was still very light so to finish the day on a perfect note we 

stopped off at the Merkister Hotel in Harray for supper. Apart from having excellent food at 

very reasonable prices it also overlooked the Harry Loch and the hills of Hoy. We stayed 

there until we saw the water changed to a beautiful shade of pink by the setting sun then 

Jacqui returned us back to our hotel after what had been an amazing day. 
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On our third day in the Orkneys we met up again with Jacqui, who took us to the main 

seaport of Stromness, a small town sixteen miles to the west of Kirkwall.  It was the home of 

the poet and writer George Mackay Brown and it inspired much of his work. 

A walk through Stromness will bring you down to the waterfront which is reminiscent of a 

Norwegian fishing village, with its‟ stone piers and cobbled slipways.  Many (about seventy) 

of the buildings in Stromness have been listed by the Secretary of State for Scotland for their 

historic and architectural importance.  However, we do have to say that the „many craft 

shops‟ that are supposedly in the town were most noticeable by their absence!  In fact there 

were very few shops of any description to be seen! 

After a consultation then between all of us a visit to some archaeology was needed so we 

headed off to the „Ring of Brodgar‟, standing stones at Stenness and to my „ultimate place‟ – 

Skara Brae.  We had a glimpse of standing stones at Stenness (to be visited the following 

day!) and stopped at the Ring of Brodgar, a truly amazing sight.  A nearly perfect circle of 

thirty six stones surviving out of sixty original stones.  Thirteen of these were re-erected after 

the monument came into state care in 1906 and another thirteen survive as stumps only. 

The Ring of Brodgar is one of the largest of all Neolithic henges and has two ditches.  

Curiously though there is no evidence of a bank, only three narrow trenches.  There is no 

evidence for what, if anything, was in the centre of the ring.  Archaeologists believe the 

henge was constructed 4000 to 4500 years ago for use in social and ceremonial functions, 

probably associated with the commemoration of the dead. 

We then headed off to Skara Brae where first things came first, which was lunch!  Then off 

outside to visit the site itself.  Well I just don‟t know what to say, after one whole year of 

waiting there I was, looking at the best preserved Neolithic village in Northern Europe.  It is 

some 5000 years old and was inhabited before the Egyptian Pyramids were built and 

flourished for many centuries before construction began at Stonehenge!  Discovered 

originally after a wild storm in the winter of 1850 stripped the glass from a high dune known 

as Skara Brae in the Bay of Skaill (or mainland Orkney), an immense midden came to light 

along with the remains of a semi subterranean village.  Not only do the houses survive, so to 

does the „furniture‟ of these dwellings.  There are ten houses that you can see and most of 

that belongs to a second and later phase of the village.  Below that there are the remains of an 

earlier village laid out to a different plan. 

To see more of the original level however, would 

involve extensive excavation, which would destroy a 

large part of House 4.  The later houses are linked 

together by a main passageway with minor 

passageways, though now open to the sky, would have 

originally been roofed over.  All the dwellings have a 

central hearth, dresser, box beds and storage spaces.  

The earlier houses have the beds set into the thickness 

of the walls while the later ones have their beds 

projecting out from them.  This is the only significant 

difference between the designs of the two phases of 

housing.  The only structure not identified as a house is 

Number 8, a free standing structure.  It has a central 

hearth but neither beds nor dresser and from excavation 

data it is thought it could have been a workshop.   
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All the others were dwellings and are surrounded by the midden that cocoons them from the 

elements.To fully appreciate and experience the whole atmosphere and nature of Skara Brae 

you have to go there.  At one point I realised I was actually standing there by myself looking 

at a 5000 year old Neolithic village and it was such an incredible and emotional moment.  

There are many books and brochures on Skara Brae with some exceptionally good 

photographs, but they are no substitute for going there!  After that amazing time some 

relaxation was necessary on a local beach and then a meal at our favourite and much 

frequented Merkister Hotel. 

Day 4 was a day for just Jan and me, as we had already booked to go on an organised trip 

with a relatively new company called Explore Orkney.  To our surprise we were the only 

people booked on the trip this particular day so we had everything to ourselves!  The 

company was a family business and in its‟ second year of operation and our guide was one of 

the sons. 

When we were collected at Kirkwall we found we had a whole 4X4 just for us and we set off 

for the Rennibister Earth House.  This was situated in the middle of a farmyard and entry to 

the house was down a manhole and onto a metal ladder.  Different, if nothing else!  The 

„house‟ is a circular cellar made of stone with alcoves set back into the walls.  This cellar was 

possibly remaining from a long gone roundhouse and had probably been used for storage as 

any resemblance to a chambered cairn is only superficial.  It probably dates from about 600 

B.C. and whether it was actually used as a dwelling we shall probably never know.  Maybe 

the wall alcoves were used at some time for human remains as Rennibister appears to be the 

only earth house showing any hint of being a burial site. 

Our second destination of the day was to Maes Howe chambered tomb (the next desperate to 

see destination after Skara Brae) which is situated on a narrow strip of land between the fresh 

water Loch of Harray and the salt water Loch of Stenness.  The mound itself is grassy and 

sits on a large circular platform surrounded by a ditch and bank.  An impressive sight, even 

before you enter, which we did through a long stone passageway (ten metres long!) which 

involved bending double to get through! 

It leads to an elaborate stone lined chamber with side cells and is dated to about 5000 years 

ago with the ditch having been dug about 4500 years ago.  Inside the tomb you feel quite 

remote and cut off from the outside world with only a hint of daylight from the passageway 

behind you.  The chamber is incredible and at each corner is a standing stone encased within 

a wall of smaller stones.  Around the walls built up in layers, are side cells piercing the walls.  

The roof is a corbelled vault whose slabs span the complete width of the chamber.  It is 

believed that Maes Howe was used for communal Neolithic burials, but this is not confirmed. 

Only the bones of people were placed in the side cells so bodies had to be de-fleshed 

somewhere and the bones collected and then ceremonially placed in Maes Howe.  It is 

believed that it was designed for ceremonies for the living as well as the dead as the 

alignment of the passageway is constructed to allow the light of the setting sun to illuminate 

the back of the chamber during the three weeks before and after the winter solstice 

(December 21
st
. each year). 

Yet again, another place arousing highly emotional feelings.  After several hundred years as a 

burial chamber, beliefs changed and Maes Howe was closed up, some 3000 years passed 

before the Vikings broke into the mound.  As a testament of their discovery they left carvings 

over the walls in the form of thirty three runic inscriptions and eight sketches.  Scandinavian 

graffiti!  Seeing this brought another dimension to Maes Howe and you wonder what the 

Norse would have felt on discovering this dark and mysterious cavern.  Eventually, in the 

early 13
th

.century Maes Howes‟ roof collapsed and thereby sealed the tomb again, not to be 

re-discovered until 1861 by James Farrer and other antiquarians.   
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As with Skara Brae, there are many books and brochures available but a visit to the „real‟ 

thing is fantastic.  One thing you should be aware of is that you have to pre-book in order to 

visit Maes Howe. 

From there we were taken to the Ring of Brodgar (our second visit).  Weather conditions on 

this visit were totally different, being dull and windy, as opposed to sunny and bright.  Off 

next to the Standing Stones of Stenness.  These are believed to be a ceremonial temple built 

between 5,400 and 4,500 years ago. Originally there were twelve standing stones, but today 

only four remain.  They were surrounded by a henge, or ceremonial enclosure consisting of a 

substantial outer bank with an inner waterlogged ditch.  The only way in and out was from 

the north via an eight metre wide causeway.  The surviving stones, stumps and concrete 

markers outline an oval that is approximately thirty metres in diameter at the widest.  The 

focus of the Ring is a still visible hearth. 

Pottery and animal bones found at the site suggest Neolithic visitors cooked and ate plenty of 

food at the Ring and would have had a large fire illuminating the stones.  One of these, called 

the Oden Stone, has a hole through it around which local myths and traditions evolved.  

Young people for example sealed their love by clasping hands through the stone, but which 

having stood there does create quite emotional feelings. 

By this time it was lunch time and we ended up, once again at the Merkister Hotel!  Not a 

problem for Jan and me as we did get to know the staff very well!  After lunch we indulged 

ourselves in a second visit to Skara Brae.  As with the Ring of Brodgar, different weather 

conditions made for a totally different atmosphere, very windy on this second visit. 

As bonus, there being only two of us on the guided tour, we were taken on a drive around the 

whole island, where we saw peat bogs, wind turbines (recently erected) and even more 

outstanding scenery, though without any trees!  There are none on the Orkneys as is too 

windy.  Our last visit of the day was to the Broch of Gurness, an Iron Age village.  Until the 

summer of 1929 the Broch of Gurness was nothing more than a massive grassy mound 

known locally as the Knowle of Aikerness. 

Dating from around 100B.C. the Boch was built as a tall and easily defended tower.  Around 

it and filling the space between it and the outer defences was a mass of stone dwellings that 

were believed to have housed a thriving Iron Age community.  Both the Broch itself and the 

surrounding dwellings are amazing.  I have never seen so many remains of an Iron Age 

community.  It is so easy to envisage the people living and working there.  Inside the Broch 

itself are heaths, compartments in the walls and almost sectioned off „rooms‟ which were 

obviously for the hierarchy of the community.  It was so inspiring and yet another very 

emotive place.  We were not able to linger too long though as the weather had deteriated very 

quickly and it had become excessively windy and the Broch was about to be closed to the 

public.  We were then driven back to Kirkwall, tired but absolutely stunned by everything we 

had seen.  We can fully recommend this local family run company for a guided tour of the 

mainland. 

Day 5, our last and day in the Orkneys.  We spent it in Kirkwall itself.  After all the 

archaeology we had seen and experienced, we decided some retail therapy was in order!  

Following a late breakfast, we set off for the shops which we were most impressed with, there 

being many quality stores, all of an individual nature and stocked with well made quality 

local crafts.  Picking up a souvenir or gift just for your self was so easy! 

There are also many cafes dotted around the town, although most of them are on Kirkwalls 

main street.  There is also a harbour where there are always interesting ships of all shapes and 

sizes to see and also a newly developed marina.  We believe that it is possible to take a boat 

trip, but we didn‟t do it this time.  Kirkwall can boast almost 1000 years of history.  In 1486 

King James III decreed that it should be elevated to the status  of a Royal Burgh.   
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The Cathedral of St. Magnus dominates the skyline and construction began in 1137 for a 

stone minster, where the remains would be interred.  It is built of alternating bands of red and 

yellow sandstone and took three centuries to complete.  It actually belongs to the city and 

Royal Burgh of Kirkwall, not the Church, so is unique. 

Next to the Cathedral are the Earle‟s and Bishop‟s palaces.  The Bishops‟ was built in the mid 

12
th

.century for Bishop William the Old, friend and companion of Earl Rognvald Kolsson the 

founder of the Cathedral.  The Earls‟ was begun in 1600 instigated by Earl Patrick Stewart 

and was finished in 1607, but shortly afterwards he was arrested so further work was 

abandoned.  After his execution in 1615 (for what I do not know) the portion of the Palace 

already completed became the residence of the Bishop of Orkney.  After seeing the 

Cathedral, Bishops‟ and Earls‟ Palaces we had a quick visit to the museum where we saw 

many artefacts through the ages, including some Viking grave goods and would like to re-

visit museums and have a longer time there.  

Goodbye - and so we came to the morning of our departure.  After another late breakfast in 

the hotel it was into the taxi and back to Kirkwall Airport for the flights home…  Just cannot 

find adequate words to convey the outstanding time we had.  Incredible scenery and wild life, 

really good company, but above all that „second to none‟ archaeology that dominates the 

Orkney Islands.  So much more to see and experience so we are definitely going to have to go 

back!  A truly memorable place!      

 

 

Taking the wide view      Mike Gill 

Using digital map tools to study the archaeology of the Avon Valley 

When William Cunnington of Heytesbury, Wiltshire, was told by his doctors to „ride out or 

die‟, he chose to explore the mysterious mounds that were dotted across the downs around 

where he lived (Eagles & Field 2004, 47).  It is interesting to ponder the resources available 

to this early nineteenth century „barrow digger‟ to assist him in his quest;  to locate barrows, 

he would have been forced to roam the countryside, observing features in the landscape and 

relying on the knowledge of local people.  This is in stark contrast to the tools available to the 

modern day landscape archaeologist, who can rely on aerial photographs, terrain data, digital 

maps and computer analysis to locate sites and discern distribution patterns.  This article aims 

to introduce some of these tools, using funerary monuments in the vicinity of the Avon 

Valley as a case study. 

The Google Revolution: A Geographical Information System (GIS) is a computerised system which 

allows different layers of geographical data to be displayed, edited and analysed.  In the field of 

archaeology, until recently, GIS tended to be the preserve of the professional and university sectors 

due to a number of factors:  the cost and complexity of the software, and the cost of contextual 

geographic data.  A few years ago, Google revolutionised access to basic GIS software and high 

quality data with the release of the  free Google Maps (http://maps.google.com/) and Google Earth 

applications.  Almost overnight, anyone with access to a computer and an internet connection was 

able to roam across a national coverage of high quality aerial photography.  In 2009, historical aerial 

photography layers were added to Google Earth, allowing the user to toggle between a number of 

aerial layers for the same location, in some cases going back to 1945.  Microsoft was forced to play 

catch-up, and soon released Bing Maps (http://www.bing.com/maps/) which provides yet another 

layer of aerial photographs. 

 

 

 

http://maps.google.com/
http://www.bing.com/maps/
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Using these applications, it is possible to view the numerous earthworks, crop and soil marks 

which pepper the Avon Valley.  By viewing known sites under different crop and soil 

conditions, it is possible for the amateur archaeologist to hone his or her skills in the 

identification of monuments typical to a particular area.    The knowledge and experience 

gained can be applied to locate unrecorded sites.  Figure 8 shows a fine crop mark of two ring 

ditches north of Fordingbridge in an area where a number of ring ditches are already 

recorded.  Figure 7 shows an interesting crop mark near Bransgore, with what appears to be a 

trapezoidal enclosure between two ditches.  This apparently unrecorded crop mark resembles 

a possible small long barrow.  The location, on the false crest of a gravel terrace, lends weight 

to this interpretation, although only further survey work, using geophysical techniques, will 

allow a stronger identification.  If this crop mark does turn out to be a long barrow, it would 

be a significant find, given the rarity of long barrows away from the chalk, and in particular 

because there are no known long barrows to the east of the Avon in the area of the New 

Forest.  

 
Figure 9:  Scan of an Ordnance Survey Old Series one inch map draped over a 3D view of aerial 
photography in Google Earth.  © 2011 Google. 

  

Figure 8: Crop marks of ring ditches  north of 

Fordingbridge, as shown in Google Earth.  © 

2011 Google. 

 

Figure 7:  Crop mark of a possible long 

barrow, near Bransgore, as shown in 

Google Earth.  © 2011 Google. 
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As well as allowing the user to view a range of backdrop map layers, the Google applications 

allow the user to overlay additional datasets.  Site locations can be added to the map as a 

series of points, lines or areas, allowing geographical relationships to be viewed.  Google 

Earth allows the user to add a map image, then stretch and rotate the image until it fits the 

backdrop.  This can be used to add a range of different data, from geological to historic maps.  

This technique has been used in Figure 9, where a scan of the Ordnance Survey Old Series 

one-inch map has been draped, with transparency, over the aerial photography.  The scene 

has been tilted and sunlight shading has been applied, resulting in a powerful 3D visualisation 

of the relationship between the map features and the present day terrain. 

Open source GIS software and free data : The Google applications provide the ability to view 

geographic data in two and three dimensions.  However, a professional GIS application 

includes powerful routines to process and analyse geographic data.  Until recently, the 

complexity and cost of true GIS software have caused it to be largely inaccessible to amateur 

archaeologists.  The popularity of open source software has started to redress this balance, 

with a number of free GIS packages emerging.  One of these, Quantum GIS, has added a 

simple user interface to a number of more complex GIS packages, and for the first time non-

professionals can dabble with the GIS analysis of archaeological data.   

 

Another factor that has 

limited GIS analysis has 

been the cost of 

geographic data, in 

particular contextual data 

for Britain such as terrain 

data and detailed 

backdrop mapping.  The 

Ordnance Survey took a 

significant step towards 

resolving this issue in 

2010, when it released a 

number of its datasets for 

free under the OS 

OpenData initiative 

(http://www.ordnancesurv

ey.co.uk/oswebsite/produ

cts/os-opendata.html).  Of 

particular interest was the 

elevation data, with a 

complete digital terrain 

model for the whole of 

Britain recording an 

elevation value every fifty 

metres. 

 

 

 

Figure 10:  An overview of long barrow locations in the vicinity of the Avon Valley (red 
= long barrows, blue = oval barrows, white = unreliable identifications of long 
barrows).  Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright and database right 
2011. 

http://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/oswebsite/products/os-opendata.html
http://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/oswebsite/products/os-opendata.html
http://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/oswebsite/products/os-opendata.html
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In order to demonstrate the opportunities now available, there follows a short case study 

where Ordnance Survey data has been used in Quantum GIS to investigate the locations of 

long barrows in the vicinity of the Avon Valley.  One of the key factors thought to have 

influenced the sites of long barrows is the character of the terrain.  An overview of this 

relationship is shown in Figure 10, where the Avon Valley between Salisbury and 

Christchurch is shown as the main valley running from north to south.  Here, the GIS 

software has been used to apply a „hillshade‟ operation to the Ordnance Survey height data, 

which has given a 3D effect to the terrain.  This has been draped over an Ordnance Survey 

map to provide geographic context, and over the top of both layers the locations of long 

barrows have been displayed.    

The software allows map features to be symbolised according to a specific characteristic; in 

Figure 10, the barrow type has been used to differentiate between long barrows, shown in red, 

and the closely related oval barrows, in blue.  Unreliable identifications of long barrows are 

shown in white.  It can be seen immediately that the bulk of the barrows occur in an area of 

higher ground orientated south-west to north-east, which mainly corresponds with the chalk 

of Cranborne Chase.  With the exception of the excavated long barrow at Holdenhurst, near 

Bournemouth, the long barrows appear to avoid lower lying ground along the main river 

valleys.  This is in contrast to the class of oval barrows, where a number of examples are 

located directly in the Avon Valley, although it should be noted that these sites have been 

identified from crop marks, and more investigation is required to confirm their use and date.  

The complete lack of long barrows to the east of the Avon Valley is also very obvious. 

A number of long barrows in the centre of the main concentration are associated with the 

Dorset cursus, which helps to explain the density of barrows in this area.  However, to the 

north-east, there is another concentration of barrows around Rockbourne Down, where there 

is no similar Neolithic monument to act as a focus.  This area is shown in Figure 11.  The line 

of barrows to the west corresponds with the eastern terminus of the cursus, while the group of 

barrows towards the centre of the map cluster around Rockbourne Down.  Again, the barrows 

are shown against a hill shaded terrain produced in Quantum GIS, and what is striking from 

this visualisation is the tendency for the barrows to occupy the higher ground between subtle 

valley features.  It is also clear that the barrows do not necessarily occupy the highest ground 

in the area, which suggests distant views were not a priority. 

 
Figure 11:  The cluster of long barrows around Rockbourne Down.  Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright 
and database right 2011.  

The visibility characteristics of sites can be further explored via GIS analysis, which allows 

the calculation of the area visible from a particular point.  This can be extremely useful when 
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access to a site is restricted or modern day vegetation or buildings obstruct the view.  Figure 

12 shows the area visible, termed the viewshed, from Gran‟s Barrow, a long barrow near 

Rockbourne.  The calculated viewshed was limited to four kilometres, as it was judged that 

beyond this distance it would be difficult to distinguish a long barrow.  What is immediately 

striking is the large number of long barrows included in the visible area, including the Duck‟s 

Nest long barrow to the east, which is just captured by a small sliver of the viewshed, 

suggesting a prominent view of this barrow, perhaps on a local horizon.  The visual 

relationship between these barrows has been confirmed in a previous survey (RCHME 1979). 

Another striking feature of Figure 12 is the lack of visibility of the terrain in the immediate 

vicinity of the barrow.  It was clearly not positioned to look over, or be seen from, the lower 

lying ground to the north, east and west.  Some authors have commented on long barrows in 

other areas visually commanding an approach along a valley, but in this case the barrow 

would have been hidden from view when approaching the site until the last minute.  It should 

be noted there are a number of limitations to this type of analysis.  The elevation data and 

computer algorithms are subject to a degree of error, and so need to be backed up by ground 

survey.  It is not possible to incorporate into the analysis the Neolithic vegetation patterns, 

and in particular, it is not known which areas were forested.  Visibility analysis does however 

assist in understanding the typical terrain characteristics for particular sites, and provides a 

general indication of visible area. 

 
Figure 12:  The calculated visible area, or viewshed, from Gran's Barrow long barrow, near Rockbourne.  The 
long barrow is shown with a star symbol.  The calculation is limited to a distance of 4 kilometres.  Contains 
Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright and database right 2011. 

It is clear that a range of technical advancements have revolutionised the ability of the 

amateur archaeologist to locate new sites, and analyse the landscape positioning and 

relationships of existing sites.  For the casual investigator, Google mapping applications 

provide software to view aerial photographs and the terrain, with the benefit of being able to 

see crop and soil marks.  More functional GIS software and data is now available to allow 

powerful analyses of the relationship between archaeological sites and the landscape.  It 

should be noted that these techniques are not a replacement for traditional archaeological 
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fieldwork, but complement field visits, field walking and geophysical investigation to provide 

a powerful toolset to local archaeological societies and researchers. 
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CBA Wessex Autumn Open Weekend 2010       Ann Page 

Yes, I know that this was November 2010 and very well reported by Andy Manning in the 

CBA Wessex News.  However, there are one or two interesting details that there was no 

space for, which might interest AVAS members, so I am offering this as an addition. 

Dr. Ruth Waller‟s talk included some new information on the flint tools originally found in 

the 1920ies on the mud flats and now have been more precisely dated to the Mesolithic 

Period (not just by type) and a graphic account of the discovery of Saxon skeletons near 

Shalfleet church (Dr. Waller‟s favourite era).  Their precise date could not be ascertained due 

to a lack of funding, but they were probably Christian, so were reburied in the same 

churchyard (minus a few teeth, in case funding is ever available!).  The present day villagers 

were so interested that most attended the reburial ceremony. 

Dr. Waller also gave an entertaining aside about warning against Time Team‟s editor who 

insisted on a “Roman theme” when the archaeologists actually found the first known Iron 

Age settlement/hill fort on the Island!  The Newport Roman Villa is not only remarkable for 

having been rescued by the developer long before „PPGs‟, but also for having a delightful 

education room (in which had coffee and sampled Joy Verrinder‟s tasty Roman delicacies).  

 I thought the floor above the Hypocaust was 

extraordinarily high, but maybe the original was built 

that way to combat damp problems.  There was a 

fireplace in the suite from Roman times and damp is 

still a problem; Paul Simpson, IOW‟s Conservation 

Officer, detailed methods to counteract algae and 

mouls, but the most effective is ultra-violet light.  

However, as this is not safe for human or other animal 

eyesight, experiments with a virus are on-going which 

should be longer lasting than soap and water. 

We then had time to visit the Museum in Newport and besides admiring its “hands-on” story 

of the Isle of Wight, see the temporary exhibition of works by Rowlandson and contemporary 

artists. 

Brading Roman Villa probably needs no description, but we were lucky in having an 

illustrated talk about the recent discovery of an aisled hall, bat house and a cemetary 

containing urn burials, all now back-filled. 

This is probably the point to reveal how willing people were to give up their time; Paul 

Simpson‟s sister was in hospital and sadly died the next day.   Dr. John Giblin came 

especially to replace Lisa Brown, Sir Barry Cunliffe‟s deputy, who had had to fly to America 

because of family illness.  Others who helped during the weekend were Corina Whitewood, 

David Tomalin, Delian Backhouse-Fry, Joy Verrinder, Ruth Waller and the Pattersons 

(owners of Wolverton Manor).  I ought to add a note of thanks to Andy Manning for donating 

the prize won by “our” team at the Quiz! 
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Wolverton Manor is a private home, so we were very fortunate in being able to visit and hear 

its‟ history, not just the facts about James 1
st
.s physician and the family‟s later financial 

problems which prevented a full scale “modernisation” of the windows (see CBA Wessex 

News, Spring 2011 for photograph) but also how the Pattersons have saved it from sinking 

into the earth (held together with steel!) and restored the woodwork using the skilled 

craftsmen of a great Cathedral (bringing their families with them to camp that summer in the 

grounds) after the Cathedral authorities ran out of money to pay them! 

I haven‟t mentioned the visit to Carisbrooke Castle which was excellent, as was the whole 

weekend; if you can, go on a CBA Wessex open meeting. 

N.B. From Barbara or Ann Page (whichever you know me as!) from Verwood. 

 

 

 

Gateway to the Past        Bryan Popple 
Excavations in Football Field, Worth Matravers, with a little help from my friends. 

Worth Matravers is a small Purbeck village and is a popular spot for walkers, artists, 

geologists, ale and cider drinkers, musicians and holidaymakers who enjoy stunning scenery 

and views out to sea.  In the early 1990s Southampton University had excavated Iron Age 

round houses and a Roman barn with grain drier in the field, Which was then part of Compact 

Farm.  These excavations are reported on in the University of Southampton Dept of 

Archaeology Monograph No. 4, Purbeck Papers. 

 

 In 2006 EDAS were invited to do a field walk and survey to determine the extent of 

archaeology in the field.  The landowner, Bob Kenyon, had set up the Worth Community 

Property Trust to build five houses for the local community and wanted to know where it 

would be least destructive to build.  Phil Roberts lead the team, firstly doing a geophysical 

survey and opening a number of test pits to investigate the surveys findings.  Most of these 

had little archaeology but it was decided that further investigation should be done. 

 

In August 2007 Phil and the EDAS team returned to the field and opened up a number of 

trenches around the field, some of the trenches produced very little archaeology but one 

trench shone brighter than the others.  Trench 3 was close to old quarry workings and was not 

expected to have any archaeology in it, but within the trench we discovered a wonderful stone 

lined pit.  This pit contained large amounts of pottery, animal bones etc. of Late Iron Age 

date.   Some of the pots have been reconstructed.  Close to it was the grave of a woman of 

about 5‟2” and aged about 50.  The grave had been badly damaged by the plough.  She also 

was of the Late Iron Age period. 

 

In 2008 we returned to the site and decided to 

investigate the relationship between trench 3 and the 

Southampton University excavations.  An area of about 

200 square metres was opened revealing a complex 

archaeology.  A number of pits were excavated and 

these yielded a range of artefacts including worked 

flints, Iron Age and Romano-British pottery, worked 

shale and animal bones.  One of the pits had a seat like 

structure and became known as the Jacuzzi pit. 
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Other features included a possible roundhouse, a shallow flue pointing towards the 

roundhouse and another burial of an Iron Age woman about 5‟2”, aged between 35 and 40. 

Her head was lying on a limestone slab and she was lying on her left side in a flexed position.   

Finds included high status Iron Age pottery, Romano-British artefacts such as tweezers, pins, 

brooches and Samian pottery.  Iron Age pottery, slingshot, animal bones and shale objects 

were also found.  It was decided not to continue excavations in 2009.  However two of us did 

a little work over the winter investigating a small paved area in SW corner of the trench. This 

was close to the Southampton excavations and revealed a possible structure of Romano-

British date, perhaps related to the barn.  Another pair of tweezers was recovered from this 

area amongst other artefacts. 

 

Phil relinquished the Directorship of the project and Lilian Ladle took over the reins to lead 

the post-excavation work.  With the excavation „complete‟ the building plans were drawn up 

and work on the construction was scheduled to begin in 2010.  The first thing to be done was 

the construction of the service road for the builders to get on to the site.  We were given two 

weeks to investigate the area just inside the gate where the road was to be laid. 

 

A small team lead by Lilian went on to the site and as 

the top soil was taken off it was apparent that there was 

some archaeology in this area.  Some stone structures 

were exposed and a padstone for a door post was 

disturbed.  A section of a wall of a Romano-British 

building and possibly a section of a Late Iron Age house 

wall were revealed.  Lathe cores of shale and fragments 

of shale bracelets began to appear as well as hand 

worked shale.  

 

A number of infant burials from within the Roman building were discovered including one 

placed in a small stone box.  These appear to have been beneath the floor.  As we worked 

deeper earlier features were uncovered including Iron Age pits, a possible Late Bronze Age 

house, a hearth and a contemporary midden.  

 

News came that the building was going to be delayed 

and our time on site was indefinitely extended.  Ken 

Wheatley, a well-known metal detectorist, came on site 

to help and discovered a miniature bronze Amorican 

axe just inside the doorway of the possible Bronze Age 

house.  The axe has been dated to around 700BC and 

came from France. 

 

Near the hearth was a stone which when lifted was discovered to be a quern stone of Bronze 

Age date and this was sitting on a nest of stone.  Within this a tiny piece of glass was found 

and this may be the most exciting find from the site.  It was found in a sealed Bronze Age 

context and is the earliest piece of glass yet identified in Dorset, possibly in the whole of 

Britain.  It is being analysed and this has revealed that it was probably made in the Levant, 

modern day Lebanon, and have a date of around 700BC.  Other finds from the Late Bronze 

Age contexts were pottery, bone and antler weaving combs, bone needles, worked shale and 

flint. 

 

 

 



 18 

One of the most interesting features was a shallow stone 

lined Late Iron Age pit with a cow scapula at the bottom 

and beneath this was an earlier storage pit which had 

very good stratigraphy, with layers of burnt seeds and 

grain.  This again was of Middle Iron Age date and a 

small La Tene brooch was found within this pit.  

Another pit was crammed with pottery fragments.  

  

Other finds included Roman coins,  copper alloy bracelets, ceramic spindle whorls, shale 

beads and other shale items, pottery from all periods including some “All Cannings Cross” 

style of the late Bronze Age.  Beneath the midden was a layer of cobbles which we realised 

was a laid surface of Bronze Age date and this had features on top of it and cut through.  This 

was a hard standing covering the whole of the trench area.  At the North West corner of the 

site were two parallel lines of upright stones, two stones high and two stones side by side.  

This was cut into the cobbles and curved away into the North side of the trench.  Within the 

fill between the stone rows some Early Bronze Age flints were found.  The final feature 

discovered was a possible Neolithic ditch beneath the cobbles and the Roman and Iron Age 

buildings; the fill contained small quantities of Neolithic flints and Neolithic pottery.  We 

were also advised that we would need to lift the first of our Iron Age burials because it was 

close to the proposed plot of the new houses.  This we did at the end of the October and 

below the stone lined grave we discovered the cobbled surface again with associated Bronze 

Age pottery.  The burial was about 15 to 20 metres away from our trench. 

 

In February this year we returned to the site as the gateway needed to be widened and the 

field wall had to be shortened.  The bank below the wall and the hump between road and 

trench needed to be removed.  Little did we know what was in store for us.  We also extended 

the trench to the North to investigate the stone rows which were heading into the baulk.  The 

finds started coming thick and fast including a section of bronze bracelet, Roman coins, a 

Durotrigian stater and Roman pottery.   

 

The first feature of the year was the doorway to a Romano 

British building, workshop or barn, and was parallel to the 

section of wall found last year, it consisted of two large 

threshold stones, with slots and bolt holes for the locking 

mechanisms, an irregular padstone for one of doorposts and a 

huge slab outside the building. Beneath the doorway was a 

further infant burial.  Near to the building were the remains of a 

smaller structure at right angles to it.  We lifted the doorway 

stones to discover what was beneath and discovered another 

infant burial.  In a number of places we found large deposits of 

limpet shells. Once again we found the cobbled surface in the 

gateway and a fire pit which may have been for pottery 

production in the Bronze Age.  

  

Other features included a large pit of Bronze Age date which had been re-cut and was 

partially stone lined, the extension of the stone alignment and a series of postholes with 

pieces of limestone standing upright and Middle Bronze Age pottery placed up against the 

stones.   
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These post holes were arranged in a semi-circle demarcating a Bronze Age roundhouse with a 

possible doorway to South East.  These were sealed beneath the cobbles so were of an earlier 

period. After recording, this was removed and the search was on for the Neolithic ditch. 

 

Two long trenches were dug and we soon began 

to find the edges, it was cut into the natural 

geology and had pottery and burnt organic 

material and a beautifully fashioned leaf 

arrowhead.  Here we called a halt to the 

excavations and headed to the post-excavation 

work.  The service road was laid and in July the 

developers had a turf cutting ceremony before 

commencing building.   

 

Once again we thought this was the end, but 

Lilian got a call from Bob to say that he had 

been watching the top soil being taken off the 

house plots and had spotted something.  He had 

grabbed his trowel and discovered the remains 

of a skull. We downed the pens etc. and headed 

back on site to investigate and it soon became 

apparent that within the plot of one of the houses 

there were a number of burials orientated in an 

East West direction. 

Some were in stone lined cists, some had only stones at head and feet and some were just 

earth cut.  There were a couple of double graves and a triple. There was only one item of 

grave goods and this has been dated to 5
th

 or 6
th

 century AD.  Post-excavation work is 

carrying on and the buildings are going up.  The people of Worth Matravers have been very 

supportive and the property trust, have helped all they can.  Thanks should go to all involved 

over the years.  Watch this space for the publication of the report.   

For more information look at the EDAS website www.dorset-archaeology.org.uk/, where 

there is a link to a short film about the 2010 excavations. 
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A visit to the Alcaz of Silves in the Algarve      Bill Atkinson 
The alcaz is most impressive as it stands above the town which tumbles down the hill side to 

the River Arade which curls around the town on two sides.  However, it is only a shadow of 

the thriving centre of trade, commerce and government under Moorish rule before 1189.  By 

the middle of the 11
th

century, Silves had grown to be the richest and largest city in the region 

with 20,000 inhabitants enjoying a public water supply, public bath houses, schools, several 

mosques, a synagogue, a Christian church, many municipal buildings and private dwellings 

within an extensive network of defensive battlement walls.  This was a more favoured site 

than Portimao at the mouth of the River Arade as it was more defensible from seaborne attack 

and yet could be a busy port in its own right. 

The great weakness of any hill top fortification is the difficulty of having a secure water 

supply.  This need was met by damming the River Arade several miles inland and taking 

water from there to the point where the city met the water front by an underground channel 

and lifting the water up through the city by a chain of giant water wheels, powered by 

animals, through a long defensive battlement right into the alcaz, where it flowed into a very 

large cistern.  From here it was piped to the city below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In July 1189 a band of Crusaders from Bremen, on their way to fight for Jerusalem, put into 

Portimau and were requested to aid Portuguese commander of the armies from Lisbon who 

was leading an invasion into the Algarve.  The account of the taking of the city is given in an 

anonymous document which has survived in the Royal Academy of Sciences of Turin, being 

written by German Knight. 

 

The account is almost matter of fact as it describes the assault on the city with siege engines, 

trebouches, scaling ladders and mining beneath towers and walls before entering the defences 

and taking the town through hand to hand fighting and then they prepared to take the Alcaz.  

These Crusaders were seasoned soldiers and were not daunted by sophisticated castles and 

battlement walls.   
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The whole city and alcaz were finally in the hands of the invaders after a negotiated surrender 

which was hardly honoured due to greed and looting.  The rewards negotiated and promised 

to the Crusaders were in large part withheld by the Portuguese King which resulted in the 

refusal of the Crusaders to join the Portuguese in further military sieges and thus departed 

eastwards.  The alcaz of Silves was to change hands twice more before finally the whole of 

the Algarve was secured by Afonso III, the subsequent King of Portugal in 1249 A.D. 

 

This year, on our second visit to Silves, after a number of years, we were pleased to find that 

the early archaeological work had been completed and the picture of the Moorish buildings 

was at least 60% completed and well displayed.  In the photograph below the extent of the 

buildings within the alcaz can be appreciated.  These provided administrative buildings as 

well as domestic quarters and living accommodation for the defenders and their horses. 

 

The quality of building and luxury can be 

grasped from the reconstruction of the arches 

below the general view.  Between the internal 

buildings there were courtyards and water 

gardens, both decorative and used for growing 

herbs and vegetables.  This fortress was also a 

centre of learning as well as the organisational 

seat for the whole Algarve.  Here and in the city 

was a centre for scholars, orators, historians, 

mathematicians, poets and philosophers 

renowned throughout the medieval world. 

 

This renown was built on a thriving economy 

based upon a large export trade in agricultural 

products, many having been introduced to Iberia 

by the Moors for the first time, including palm 

trees, avocados, pomegranates, artichokes and 

orange and lemon orchards. 

 

To the left can be seen the red roof of an 

enormous water cistern which was fed from a 

line of water lifting wheels lifting water through 

the city from the river level.  A speciality of 

Moorish water engineering!  Below is a view of 

the interior of this cistern, which still contains 

some reserves of water which is used to feed the 

new gardens and water features being 

established in the original style. 

 

An additional water feature is an astoundingly 

deep well which was sunk as „a back up‟ to the 

water wheels and in the last stages of the battle 

the attackers managed to make an incursion and 

block this well thus breaking the garrison 

through thirst.  This is of course the main 

weakness of all such hilltop defences and Silves 

Alcaz was no exception to this fact! 
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The photograph on the left is of the excavation of the domestic 

quarters where food was stored, grain ground and bread baked.  

This was a substantial and well organised area to feed the 

whole population of the alcaz from rulers to soldiers and 

servants. 

Below are some of the everyday pots and storage vessels which 

have been found during the dig on this site.  There were other 

more exotic personal items on display, but these were not so 

easy to photograph in the lighting condition in the on site 

museum. 

The defences of the city and alcaz are most impressive in their 

strength and construction, though some of it may be 

enhancements done subsequently when under Portuguese rule.  

Though Silves was the main seat of power in Moorish times 

there was a network of smaller and equally well built castles 

built at strategic points through the Algarve numbering twenty 

four in total.  A number still survive in fairly complete order 

but most are now minor ruins, probably looted over the 

centuries for building stone. 

These defences were very adequate for defence against sea 

borne raiders but not such a determined and professional army 

such as the Crusaders.  The towers built out from the walls 

were equipped with slings, incendiary capability to pour on 

attackers below and well defended archers. 

Finally, below the rampart defences can be seen which give a 

good impression of the great thickness of the walls.  The bronze 

statue below is of Alfonso II of Portugal definitively secured 

the Algarve for Christendom and consolidated Portugal as a 

separate kingdom from Spain. 

Bibliography:  I can recommend “The siege and Conquest of 

Sives 1189” by Jonathan Wison, published by Mesquita, ISBN 

:978-989-96352-0-3 for a comprehensive view of the history of 

the „Reconquista‟.  
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Social Events Report             Nigel Morris 

June 2011 was a busy month with two walking tours.  We had a most interesting, if rather 

damp, conducted tour of Christchurch most ably led by Sue Newman and Mike Tizzard 

revealing the secrets and history of many landmarks, including the site of the old King‟s 

Arms and that of Millers mill, both of which were not excavated sufficiently before 

redevelopment took place!! 

Spirits were raised when we went to Alan and Marilyn Harveys home where we were 

warmed, dried and regaled with one of the best cream teas that I have ever had.  Many thanks 

to all our guides and hosts! 

Stoney Cross was the venue of our next tour which took in the Stoney Cross Airfield, guided 

by Henry Cole, who pointed interesting features, including the site of the Control Tower, 

some landing lights (still in situ) and the out layout of the runways.  Suitable prepared, we 

then went to Acres Farm tea rooms and were suitably satisfied with an eagerly anticipated 

cream tea. 

THE BIG ONE was our annual BBQ in July, held as usual, at our Chairman‟s farm in our 

favoured position adjacent to the Avon.  A record turnout of 31 members were adequately fed 

by Mark (using his new gas cooker with its four burners!) with beef burgers and sausages 

being turned out on an industrial scale!  Again it was a superb evening which we shall be 

repeating in 2012. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Future Events for your new diaries are the annual AVAS dinner at the Toby Carvery, where 

they always look after us well, on Saturday February 18
th

. 2012.  In the summer, our annual 

AVAS BBQ down by the Avon on Saturday 7
th

. July 2012.  The reasonable prices will be 

between £5 and £6 for the former and £3.50 for the latter (each per head).  Two landscape 

walks are in the planning stage for us, but we shall have to be patient and await 

announcement later, but in good time. 

P.S.  AVAS had a good two day participation in the Kingston Lacey, Festival of British 

Archaeology weekend in July.  We had three tables of exhibits plus exhibition boards with 

photographs of our past events and achievements and were rewarded by a fairly constant 

stream of visitors from far and wide.  We must give thanks to those who took the trouble to 

assemble such a good show and also those who came in support to give a chance for tea 

breaks for the main crew. 
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The meeting was opened by the Chairman at 7.37pm.with 26 members present 

1. Apologies: were received from Mr. J. R. Beaumont, Mrs. M. Brigginshaw, Mrs. A. 

Clemson, Mrs. E. Leonard, Miss H. Moore, Mr. A. Taylor and Mrs. J. Williams. 

2. The minutes of the last AGM held on 5
th

. May, 2010: Acceptance of the minutes was 

proposed by Mr. T. Steptoe and seconded by Mr. A. Harvey and accepted „nem con‟. 

3. Matters arising: There were no matters arising. 

4. Chairman‟s report:  Good evening and welcome to the 2011 Annual General Meeting of 

the Avon Valley Archaeological Society. Thank you all for your support both tonight and 

throughout the year. The lecture programme has been especially well supported this year, 

requiring a regular infusion of extra chairs, and I feel we should give Ann a special 

mention for all the effort she dedicates to finding the speakers, arranging their visits and  

lecture nights, which seem so busy that it is hard to get round to talk to everyone, but I 

hope that AVAS still remains a friendly Society for our members. 

On a practical note, we have recently been carrying out a geophysical survey in earnest at 

Folds Farm and we will mention more about this later. With experience has come 

increasing confidence, and those of us who have been taking part have gained a much 

better understanding of the equipment and also a knowledge of how to recover from the 

upsets which await the unwary operator. There has been a noticeable acceleration in the 

rate of progress and hopefully this can be maintained throughout the summer. I must 

thank Garry Brisdion for his marvellous efforts which ensured a smooth handover of the 

machine he created.  It has worked perfectly in the hands of its novice operators. Special 

thanks go also to Mike Gill for working on the software and the AVAS blog which shows 

the results of our electronic endeavours. 

A highlight of the past year was the National Archaeology week mini dig at Salisbury 

Museum. After somewhat disappointing indications from the geophysics equipment and 

the detector, Bill plucked victory from the jaws of defeat with a fascinating array of finds 

and I believe that the number of visitors to the museum on the open day approached one 

thousand. 

This year, we have been considering a display at Kingston Lacey over a weekend in July 

so any help would be gratefully received, with the carrot of a top class cream teas on offer 

nearby. We have acquired a number of smart display cases from the Ringwood Meeting 

House which are a bonus, as we may now be able to keep a display “ready to go”, and 

should make for a more uniform display in line with the recycled picture boards. 

 

Finally I hope it is not out of place to say that I know that several of our members have 

suffered various struggles in both health and personal matters in the last year and I would 

like to wish them well and let them know they are not forgotten. 

Therefore, I would just like to say thank you to the unsung members of AVAS who keep 

everything running, the events organised, the books in order (in both respects!), the 

newsletter published  and the tea flowing. Thank you. 

 

 
 

Annual General Meeting          APPENDIX I 

The thirty-sixth Annual General Meeting of the Avon Valley Archaeological 

Society held on Wednesday 4
th

. May 2011 at 7.30pm. in the Ann Rose Hall, 

Greyfriars Community Centre, Christchurch Road, Ringwood, Hampshire. 
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5. Presentation of the Chairman‟s Trophy for 2010/2011: At this point it is usual to hand 

over the Chairman‟s shield, but this year‟s intended recipient has indicated that he is 

moving to pastures new and feels that to accept the shield would be inappropriate, so I 

must respect his wishes. 

6. Hon. Treasurer‟s report: The detailed report is to be found in the following Appendix.  It 

is reported that membership fluctuates and is already rising again in the new financial 

year.  Thanks were expressed to those who gave services etc. „gratis‟ and have made no 

claims for expenses. 

7. Field Director‟s report: This was delivered by the Chairman in the absence of our Field 

Director due personal reasons.  We have not commenced much new work this season but 

we have provided support to the Ringwood Meeting House in getting displays of selected 

AVAS items retained by them for their refurbished gallery.   

Our Chairman has made available a field on his farm on which training commenced with 

our resistivity geophysical equipment which a number of our members have taken 

advantage of and we shall „pick up speed‟ as the summer progresses, provided the ground 

does not get too dry. 

Mr. Tony Light is working on the Crystal Hollow pottery, though Wessex Archaeology 

have been unable to get actively involved.  We are still the custodians of the Verwood 

excavation pottery. 

8. Library report: Another good year for the library. It has seen good use and apart from the 

technology still being a setback for users and myself, there have been few or no 

complaints. The technology and the setting up of a stock database have still to materialise, 

mainly because of my lack of time. I also have to acquire the technology and that will 

conceivably require an input of my cash, which is on ration in this year 2011. 

Book stock is now 1,368 and there are to date a further 20 volumes to be accessioned for 

the September restart. 

I am seriously fed up with the continued „long term‟ loans that some members have 

acquired. No serious research study of the content of one book can be expected to last for 

five years and eight to ten years is ridiculous. You know who you are as I sent out letters 

to the „long term‟ borrowers, last year. If you know that you have lost the items, for 

goodness sake come clean and let me know. 

Now for the crunch. I am getting more frail as each year progresses. I am therefore 

getting exceedingly concerned about the future of the library and archive. The hunt for 

premises to set up a HLF assisted permanent home for the stock has not materialised 

simply because the search for a place has been fruitless. I could easily exit this life 

without warning and having experienced the winding-up of the estate of a former member 

and Chair, I am concerned. 

I very much dislike dropping this difficult situation into the laps of the trustees but it does 

need some serious thought. I suppose the entire collections could be sold or distributed to 

members or other charities. I am unlikely to be here to decide on that eventuality. Just like 

the loans that have been out for so many years, the search for a place to house the 

collections, have caused me considerable grief and I‟m getting to a state of old age, where 

the worry has to cease. 

The Library has existed for 23 years now and I feel it has been an asset and of great use to 

many. Which way and where-to next ? 

Trevor Steptoe, AVAS Librarian and Archivist, 4 Wimborne Street, Cranborne, Dorset, 

BH21 5PP    01725 517511   t.steptoe@virgin.net 

 

 

mailto:t.steptoe@virgin.net
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9. National Archaeology Days 2011: In 2010 we had a most successful dig at the 

Salisbury and South Wiltshire Museum which attracted record numbers of visitors and a 

Report on it is available from our Library.  We have been invited to participate in an 

archaeological event at Kingston Lacey in July, which we are looking forward to. 

 

10. Election of Officers: All the committee members are willing to stand and again with 

no further nominations and our Chairman, Mr. M. Vincent was proposed by Mrs. J. 

Elkins and seconded by Mr. A. Harvey, being duly „nem con‟.  The other members, 

including our Hon. Auditors, also with no further nominations, were proposed by Mr. B. 

popple and seconded by Mr. M. Tizzard and were duly elected „nem con‟. 

 

So our serving members for 2011-12 are: 

Chairman   –  Mark Vincent 

Hon. Treasurer  –  Harold Hanna 

Hon. Secretary  –  Bill Atkinson 

Vice-Chairman –  Steve Moody 

Members Nigel Morris  

 John Pemberton 

 Marilyn Harvey 

Hon. Auditors  –  Mr. A. Light 

      Mr. A. Taylor 

N.B. Ann Ireland and Vanessa Golton have been co-opted as Talks Organiser and 

Greyfriars Representative respectively and will be available to continue in these roles. 

11. Any other business: Thanks to Mr. N. Morris there is strong programme of summer 

activities which are available for members to sign up to.  Keep an eye open on our Blog 

for up-to-the minute details. 

It is reported that the Rockbourne Roman Villa site is to be opened again for excavation 

so we must keep an eye open for further information. 

The Meeting was closed by the Chairman at 8.35pm. 
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APPENDIX II 
AVON VALLEY ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

TRUSTEES ANNUAL REPORT 

FOR THE YEAR ENDED 31 MARCH 2010 

REGISTERED CHARITY NO: 289516 

Aims and Organisation 
The Society was established in 1974; it is governed by its Rules, as amended from time to 

time by the members in general meeting. 

The Society‟s objects are to promote the interest in and study of archaeology for the benefit 

of the general public.  The Society‟s principal areas of activity are the Avon Valley and 

surrounding areas of South West Hampshire, East Dorset and South Wiltshire. 
Trustees 

 

The trustees who served on the Committee during the year were as follows: 

M. A. Vincent Chairman  

S. J. Moody Vice Chairman  

C. W. Atkinson Hon. Secretary  

H. J. A. Hanna Hon. Treasurer 

N.  Morris  

 J. Pemberton      

 Mrs M Harvey     

The administration of the Society is carried out on a voluntary basis by the trustees; there are 

no employees. 

The trustees are elected annually by the members at the Annual General Meeting 
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AVON VALLEY ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

TRUSTEES ANNUAL REPORT 

FOR THE YEAR ENDED 31 MARCH 2010 (cont’d) 

Activities and Achievements 
During the year, the Society continued its educational activities with its programme of Winter 

Lectures, the publication of the annual Newsletter, and the provision of displays in Salisbury 

as part of National Archaeology Days in July.  Active field work during the year has included 

further geophysical survey work, backed up by a weekend of machine trenching, on part of a 

Romano-British site at Folds Farm, North of Godshill, adjoining the site of previous rescue 

excavation work. The Society has received grant support from the New Forest National Park 

Authority, and with the agreement of the landowner, plans to undertake a thorough survey of 

the whole site, backed up by a series of evaluation trenches to check the interpretation of the 

survey results. Meanwhile the adjoining site and the mediaeval site at Ipley Manor are now 

undergoing post-excavation analysis. The post excavation work on material from the Crystal 

Hollow excavation site at Godshill continues.  Members also co-operated with other local 

societies in undertaking survey and excavation work, notably the New Forest History & 

Archaeology Group on various sites in the New Forest, and took part in training days 

organised by Wessex Archaeology.  
Financial Review 

 

The day to day operating expenses of the Society were again met from the members‟ 

subscriptions and meeting fees.  

In addition to meeting the day to day costs of its activities, the Society is seeking to build up 

its reserves in order to meet future publication costs.  The trustees are satisfied that the 

general financial position disclosed by the accounts for the year ended 31 March 2010 is 

sound. 

On behalf of the Trustees 
H J A Hanna FCA 
Hon. Treasurer 
25 April 2011 
6, Cliffe Road 
Barton on Sea 
New Milton 
Hants 
BH25 7PB 
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AVON VALLEY ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

RECEIPTS AND PAYMENTS ACCOUNT FOR THE YEAR ENDED 31 MARCH 2011 

General Fund     2011  2010 

Income:         

Subscriptions received         618.00        753.00  

Donations           100.00        121.41 

Meeting fees          429.50        343.50 

Bank deposit interest              9.38         50.22 

Newsletter sales and advertising              3.00           3.00  

         1,159.88     1, 271.13 

Less Expenses:        

Room hire - Greyfriars, Ringwood        291.00        189.00 

Speakers fees and expenses         180.00        210.00 

Subscriptions and affiliation fees         75.00         71.00  

Library expenses                -                -    

Insurance           473.82                 -    

Newsletter expenses          100.00        100.00  

Secretarial expenses                -                -    

Bank charges          (20.00)        (20.00)  

        1,119.82        550.00 

Surplus for the year          £40.06      £721.13  

Note:         

Expenses for the year paid after 31 March 2011, and not included above:  

Room hire          132.00        128.00  

Newsletter costs          100.00        100.00  

Expenses paid in the year for the following year:    

Insurance            243.52                -    
Movement on 
Designated Funds        

      

Crystal Hollow Publication Fund:         £0.00          £0.00 

Folds Farm Survey:        
Grant from New Forest National Park 
Authority         -      400.00   

Less Expenses:        

Equipment development costs           -     -200.00  

               £0.00        £200.00 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AVON VALLEY ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

BALANCE SHEET AT 31 MARCH 2011 

 

Reserves      2011  2010 
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General Fund         
Balance brought 
forward 1 April 
2010      6,381.10  5659.97 

Surplus for the year           40.06    721.13 

Balance carried forward 31 March 2011   6,421.16  6,381.10 

Designated Funds        

Crystal Hollow Publication Fund    500.00  500.00 

Folds Farm Survey        

Balance brought forward 1 April 2010  1,100.00  900.00             

Surplus for the year           0.00  200.00  

        1,100.00    1,100.00 

Balance carried forward 31 March 2010     1,600.00    1,600.00 

      £8,021.16  £7, 981.10 

Represented by:        

Cash at bank     £8,021.16  £7, 981.10 

         

H.J.A. Hanna F.C.A. - Hon Treasurer 

Report of the Auditors 

In our opinion, these Accounts are in accordance with the books and records of  

the Society and the information and explanations given to us.   

         

         

  A.D. Taylor F.C.A.    )  

       )  

       ) Hon. Auditors 

  A. Light     )  
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Avon Valley Archaeological Society 
Winter  Programme  ~  September 2011 - May 2012 

Visitors very welcome at our meetings 

       2011  
      

  Sept. 7th     West Kennet Long Barrow: Landscape, the Shamens and the Cosmos –      

( title of new book) 

                      Speaker:  Peter Knight,  Author and archaologist, 
      
  Oct. 5th      The Weald & Downland Museum – Life in the vill  

                      Speaker: Bill Atkinson, 

          Home grown lecture to fill in for a cancellation  
 

  Nov. 2nd     The Leper Hospital at Magdalen Hill, Winchester     

                    Speaker:  Dr Simon Roffey BA(Hons), MRes, PhD, 

                               Senior Lecturer in Archaeology, University of Winchester    
                                                                                      

  Dec. 7th      The Parkers of Heytesbury                                                                  

                      Speaker: Dr Paul Everill MIFA, FHEA,  

                                Lecturer in Applied Archaeological Techniques, University of Winchester   
 

      2012                                                                                   

  Jan. 4th       Members`  Evening  ~  Reports,  displays,  presentations 
 

  Feb. 1st      From Whitsbury Castle to Rockbourne Villa, by way of Armsley; 

                                                                                                                      Iron Age and 

Roman in the Avon Valley 

                         Speaker: David Allen,  Senior Keeper of Archaeology Hampshire 

Museums & Archives Service  
 

  Mar 7
th

      `A Very Fair Field Indeed…`  An Archaeology of Town Commons  

                      Speaker:  Mark Bowden,  

                                                 Senior Archaeological Investigator, National Monuments 

Record Office, and author  
 

  April 4th     TBC  -  the subject will be salt production 
 

  May 2nd     Annual General Meeting (followed by members` presentations)  
 

  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

MEETINGS  7.30pm at  Ann Rose Hall,  Greyfriars Community Centre,  Christchurch 

Road,  Ringwood  BH24 1DW  
 

MEETING FEES:-  Members £1.00,  Visitors £3.00,   ANNUAL SUBSCRIPTION:-  

Adult £10.00,  Full-time Student £5.00 
 

ENQUIRIES TO:-   The Chairman,  Mark Vincent  01425 473677 or  The Hon Secretary,  

C.W.Atkinson  01722  326978 
 

See AVAS blog at http:/ / blogavas.wordpress.com, or website at avas.org.uk or 

communigate.co.uk/dorset/avas 
 

AVON VALLEY ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY IS A REGISTERED CHARITY NO. 289516                                                                   

 

APPENDIX III 

http://www.avas.org.uk/

