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The discovery and excavation of a Mesolithic site in Daer Valley. 

Tam Ward January 2005 

Abstract 

A chert, lithic scatter was discovered during forestry walking in early 2004. Because 

the area had been severely damaged by forestry operations, both recently, and also c 

40 years ago when the original forest was planted, it was deemed relevant to 

investigate the site by excavation. The results of limited excavation showed that the 

site was Mesolithic in date, with several microliths being retrieved from a significant 

lithic assemblage, which was predominantly of local chert but also included flint. 

Charcoal filled features were also located and which will allow for C
14

 dating of the 

site.  
 
 

Introduction 
This is a stand-alone report, but which is part of the Daer Valley Project (Ward, T 

1995, 2001, 2002 and forthcoming). 

 

Site No 84 Chert lithic scatter NS 95292 10319   340m OD 

Survey report 

On the north eastern flank of Coomb Rig (fig 1), at the northern end of Block No 

19/28 of Tilhill Forest (Tilhill 2003), a discrete scatter of flaked radiolarian chert was 

located by walking. The scatter covered an area of approximately 10m in diameter, 

and was originally seen as isolated pieces of chert lying on the upcast piles of soil, 

which were created by mechanical digger for planting new trees. A few pieces were 

also noted in the sections of a new drainage channel, which was apparently cut 

through the scatter. The area was recently clear felled of mature trees and replanted in 

2003/2004. A small trial in the section of the drain showed that further in situ chert 

lay in a shallow, leached soil, an old ground surface (ogs) of up to 75mm deep, and 

which lies immediately below a layer of peat which is up to 0.4m deep. The sloping 

area is much disturbed due to forestry operations.  

 

Fifty-five pieces of chert: chunks, flakes and tiny fragments were collected at the site. 

Nearby at NS 95348 10307 a struck chunk was found and at NS 95226 10315 two 

further chunks were found. 
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Methodology 
The excavation was started along the north and south sides of a 1.5m deep by 1.5m 

wide V shaped drainage channel, which was cut for the new forestry operations in 

2003/2004. The drain runs across the hill slope in an east/west alignment, running 

down slope to the west. An overburden of in situ peat, upcast peat, ogs and boulder 

clay, branches and debris from clear felling and in situ tree stumps were all removed 

to reveal the upper surface of the ogs.  

 

  
 

The ogs lay directly below the undisturbed peat; the soil was trowelled down to the 

natural, which was composed of gravely boulder clay, in some places an orange 

coloured, iron stained sub surface lay directly below the ogs, in other parts, a deeper 

gravely soil profile lay below the ogs. Occasional lenses of cream coloured clay 

overlay the orange stratum. 

 

The excavation strategy was to ‘chase’ the lithic and determine the extent of the 

scatter while anticipating dateable features. All the lithic was gathered by hand 

trowelling as sieving was impractical due to the conditions and water was not 

available for wet sieving.  

 

Excavated finds were recorded to 1m wide blocks (fig 2) of arbitrary length, along the 

sides of the new drain. In the event, only a thin strip with a slight extension was 

removed on the north side as most of the lithic appeared to be on the southern edge, 

and also the upcast from the new drain including numerous tree stumps lay piled up 

on the north side. Finds located around the area were recorded as random.  

 

Some thin lenses of charcoal enriched soil were bulk sampled, as was the only cut 

feature, a pit (F6) filled with charcoal and possibly with ogs. The soil samples were 

flotted to 2mm and 1mm sieves and a hand picked selection of larger charcoal 

fragments was retrieved after the samples were dried at room temperature. After 

removal of the bulk of moss rootlets, the samples have been retained for analyses and 

C
14

 dating. 

 

The lithic assemblage is catalogued to the 1m blocks but requires specialist study to 

determine its true character.  

 

The site was drawn at 1:20 scale. Video, digital stills and 35mm colour slide were 

used to record the excavations. 
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Location and context within the valley Fig 1 
The site lies on a moderate slope on the northeastern flank of Coomb Rig at 340m 

OD. It has views to the northern end of the Daer Valley towards the confluence of the 

Potrail and Daer Waters and also has a more limited view towards the east. This site 

now adds to the five Mesolithic sites identified and in some cases dated, which lie 

within the Daer Reservoir to the south west (Ward, ibid), and which are 

approximately the same heights above sea level as the one reported here.  

 

The excavation Fig 2 

Total of c 38 square metres were eventually excavated, mostly on the southern and 

upper side of the modern drainage ditch. Four mature tree stumps were removed in 

the process. The forty-year-old sitka spruce tree roots tended to radiate down from the 

trunk and penetrated the sub stratum; however, the smaller root system was matted 

around the stumps and did not extend below the peat horizon. The damage to the 

archaeological horizons was therefore minimal, a fact that bodes well for the hundreds 

of archaeological sites presently covered in sitka spruce trees over much of southern 

Scotland. 

 

Features 

Throughout the ogs occasional 

charcoal fragments were noted and 

in the places indicated in Fig 2, 

charcoal was more concentrated 

and seen as discrete surface 

patches (F1 – F5 & F7). However, 

in processing, these did not 

produce significant quantities of 

charcoal, F5 was the densest with 

4 grammes, but it was lying within 

the basal peat and therefore must 

post date the lithic scatter era, 

which clearly lay within the ogs 

layer. F1 produced 2 grammes and 

F4 contained less than a gramme. 

F2, F3 and F7 contained only 

microscopic charcoal that was not 

retained. Twenty fragments of 

charcoal were identified from F5 

and all of them were Betula 

(birch). 
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The pit (F6) had been truncated on 

its northern side by the feature (F8) 

and by a modern machine cut. The 

pit measured 0.6m in diameter by 

0.1m deep. It had gradual sides and 

a fairly even depth, though it had 

been cut into the soil horizon and 

down to the natural, and on a slight 

slope (N/S). The lower 100mm 

was filled with a dense charcoal 

enriched soil fill, which also 

contained angular; slightly heat 

reddened burnt stones, none larger 

than 50mm.    

             

 

 
 

Southeast quarter of F6 

 

Some unburnt stone and gravel made up a 0.5 litre composition of the overall fill. The 

stone content of the pit was interesting because it has been observed at other sites 

within the Daer project, that a considerable chemical weathering takes place on the 

greywacke stones lying below the peat. This weathering softens the normally hard 

rock and also has the effect of bleaching the colour out of burnt stones. The stones in 

this pit were faintly reddened on their surface and when split were shown to be 

typically heat discoloured in their interiors. It is unclear if the stones were used 

deliberately in a cooking process or if they were incidentally heated as part of a hearth 

or just within the soil profile below a fire site. Some of the stone in the pit was 

certainly unaffected by heat while the smaller gravely constituent of the fill may have 

had the discolouration bleached out. Samples of stone have been retained for future 

reference. 

 

The pit was arbitrarily sectioned in half on an E/W alignment removing the northern 

half, and then it was further quartered. The fill, which was totally sampled, was 

similar in visible consistency throughout; however, there was a difference in the 

charcoal content of the three areas sampled, that is, the northern half, and each of the 

two southern quarters. The northern half produced a sample of charcoal weighing c 16 

grammes, while the south west quarter had 40 grammes and the south east quarter had 

120 grammes. This is the charcoal above 2mm in size and some of which measured 

up to 25mm. The reason for this variation is because a machine excavation truncated 

the northern half of the feature. Neither round wood nor hazel nut kernel were noted 

at the wet sieving stage. Much of the charcoal is coated to some extent in iron pan. 

Fifty fragments from F6 east were identified and all of them were Corylus (hazel).   

  

A single chert flake was found in the pit fill during soil processing. Lying above and 

sealing the charcoal, lay a further 100mm depth of material identical to the 

surrounding ogs, it also contained a single chert flake. 

 

Why the charcoal deposit in the pit was sealed by ogs may be explained two ways, 

neither of which can be proved. It is possible the pit, originally cut into a deeper 

organic soil profile, was only half filled with the burnt material, and then was topped 

up with soil, either deliberately or co-incidentally. An alternative theory is that soil 
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creep down the slope sealed the charcoal fill. The writer favours the former 

explanation.   

 

Finds 
The lithic was concentrated near the upper surface of the ogs although it penetrated to 

the base, and was found lying at the interface between the ogs and the underlying 

natural, this was especially true for the heavier chunks and core fragments. A few 

lithics were found in the basal peat, and these are assumed to have been relocated 

there by animal or root activity. No lithic was found within the natural sub surfaces.  

 

By reference to Fig 2 and the lithics list, the density pattern of the lithic may be 

appreciated. However, this may be a false impression as little excavation took place 

on the southern side of the drain due to the depth of disturbed overburden there. The 

general indication is that the main lithic concentration lay in the area of the ditch and 

above it to the south (this picture may change if another campaign of excavation is 

undertaken).  

 

Lithics list   
The finds were recorded from parallel base lines on each side of the drain (fig 2). The 

finds were recorded to 1m wide strips, which were excavated away from the drain; 

these strips are of various lengths. 

The list as given here is a basic description, the assemblage requires specialist study 

for its full potential to be realised. Microliths are only classified as such if retouch is 

visible. The finds located as a scatter around the site were not spot recorded, they 

indicated the general area of the site, and reckoned to be about 10m in diameter. 

   

Random                  

Chert 

 154 of                          

  

Chert     

1 of broken core 

Chert     

1 of amorphous 

core 

Flint     

7 of 

Flint     

1 of core 

  

Strip 1S  No 

finds 

Strip 2S No 

finds 

Strip 3S No 

finds 

 

Strip 4S  

Lithics photos not to same scale 
 

 
 

A serrated flint blade and microliths form 12S 

Blade = 54mm long x 12mm wide 

Curved microlith = 23mm long 

Triangle (above) = 10mm 

 



 6 

 
 

Chert burin (?) and microliths from 10S 

Borer = 21mm long x 7mm wide 
 

 

Chert  31 

of 

Chert    1 

of core 

Flint    1 

of  

 

Strip 5S  

Chert  33 

of 

Chert    1 

of microlith 

Chert    1 

of scraper 

 

Strip 6S  

Chert     76 

of 

Chert    3 

of microliths 

Chert    1 

of core 

Strip 7S  

Chert  18 

of 

Chert    1 

of amorphous 

core 

Flint    2 

of (1 of burnt) 

                                                                       

Strip 8S 

Chert   87 

of 

Chert    1 

of microlith 

Chert    1 

of core/scraper 

Flint    

 
 

Flint blades and microliths from 11S 

Large blade = 54mm long x 22mm wide 

Both blades with edge wear or damage 
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Chert end scraper and microlith from 5S 

Scraper = 21mm x 19mm 

Microlith = 11mm long 

 

5of (3 of burnt) 

 

Strip 9S 

Chert 

 127 of 

Chert      

2 of microliths 

Chert      

2 of borers (?) 

Flint       

3 of 

 

Strip 10S 

Chert  

 184 of 

Chert      

6 of microliths 

Chert      

1 of borers (?) 

Flint      

2 of 

Strip 11S                                                                    

Chert 

 176 of 

Chert      

3 of microliths 

Chert      

4 of amorphous 

cores 

Chert      

1 of retouched 

flake 

Flint      

1 of microlith 

Flint      

2 of retouched 

flakes 

Flint      

3 of 

 

Strip 12S 

Chert 

 140 of 

Chert      

1 of core 

Chert      

1 of retouched 

Chert      

4 of microliths 

Flint      

 
 

Random finds located as a surface scatter 
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1 of microlith 

Flint         

8 of 

 

Strip 13S  

Chert    70 

of 

Chert    4 

of cores 

Chert    3 

of amorphous 

cores 

 

Strip 14S 

Chert   36 of 

Chert    2 

of scrapers 

Chert    5 

of cores 

Flint    2 

of 

 

Strip 3N 

Flint    1 

of                                  

 

Strip 4N 

Chert    6 

of                                       

 

Strip 5N 

Chert   20 of 

Chert    1 

of microlith 

 

 

Strip 6N 

Chert    

13 of 

Chert      

1 of core 

Quartz    1 of 

 

 

Strip 7N 

Chert    

12 of 

Chert      

2 of cores 
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Strip 8N 

Chert     

7 of 

Chert     

1 of core                      

 

Strip 9N 

Chert     

1 of microlith 

Chert     

1 of core 

 

Strip 10N 

Flint     

1 of 

 

Strip 11N 

Chert     

1 of microlith 

 

Finds from the 

east end of trench 

both sides 

Chert   c 

250 of 

Flint        

7 of 

Chert core       

2 of 

Chert microliths    

8 of 

Chert retouch        

2 of 

Chert scraper         

1 of 

Flint scraper          

1 of 

  

Lying 

immediately 

above F6 1 

of chert 

Lying within F6

  1 

of chert 

Lying within F1

  3 

of chert 

 

Summary of 
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finds 
Chert  

 

 1440 of 

Chert microliths

      

31 of 

Chert cores 

      

27 of 

Chert borers (?)

        

3 of  

Chert scrapers 

          

4 of 

Chert retouched

        

4 of 

Flint  

      

42 of  

Flint microlith 

                   

2 of 

Flint core 

        

1 of   

Flint retouched

        

2 of 

Flint scraper 

        

1 of 

 

 

 

Discussion 
It will be readily appreciated that flint forms a relatively tiny proportion of the lithic 

gathered from the site. The chert is the blue/grey coloured radiolarian type, which is 

found in abundance along the Southern Uplands Fault Line as outcropping vein. It 

may also be retrieved from river gravels as pebbles, however, there is no indication 

that chert can be found naturally in the Daer Valley, the chert as well as the flint must 

have been brought to the site for working. 

 

The microliths and small blade technology indicated by the cores clearly points to 

Mesolithic activity. 
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Strips 9 – 12 produced the greatest density of finds and this may be taken as an 

indicator of where the main focus of stone working took place. There may also be a 

correlation with the few small charcoal patches in that vicinity.  

 

Any lithic originally lying in the area of the drain has certainly been upcast to the 

north. There appeared to be a tail off of lithic on the albeit limited excavation area on 

the north side, further indicating the main scatter was above the drain and between 

strips 9 – 12. 

 

It has been observed that some of the microliths appear to be of a style or form, which 

probably makes them unusable. This has been noted with microliths from other 

Clydesdale sites, most notably at Weston (Ward, 1999 & forthcoming).  

It is considered here that some of these tools may have been immediately discarded by 

their makers, thus accounting for at least some of the microliths abandoned on sites. 

Expert analyses may corroborate this theory.   

 

 

 

General discussion Fig 3 

This latest site further confirms the recent hypothesis of the writer that many 

Mesolithic sites must exist high in the hills of Southern Scotland. The group of five 

proven Mesolithic sites within the Daer Reservoir area are roughly the same height 

above sea level as the place under discussion here (c 340m OD).  

 

Only by exposure are such sites revealed and only by opportunistic searching are they 

discovered. Great skill, patience and faith are required in the search for Mesolithic 

sites under the circumstances of those now located within the Daer Valley.  

 

All of the six sites now found in Daer are located higher up the slopes than the level 

of the main river course. Some are positioned near to tributary feeders of the Daer 

Water, while others are apparently in random locations, such as this site.  

 

It is not yet possible to state why a specific location was chosen for the hunter-

gatherers to make camp, perhaps there was no particular reason. Nevertheless, given 

the present distribution of sites at Daer, and the expanse of land still undisturbed, and 

much of it lying below peat, it is considered reasonable to suggest that dozens, if not 

hundreds of Mesolithic camp sites may exist along the slopes of this valley and 

indeed, other valleys.  

 

 

The Daer Valley and Upper Clydesdale are now becoming a major focus of 

knowledge on Mesolithic activity in southern Scotland. It is now demonstrable that 

the river courses were being used as routes through the area (as may have previously 

been assumed), however, other sites in Clydesdale have now been discovered, but 

which are more removed from river courses (Ward, forthcoming), indicating that the 

Mesolithic people may have covered most of the landscape at one time or another (as 

may also have been assumed).  

 

The range of C
14

 dates now available (and forthcoming) from Daer show a long 

tradition of passage through the valley, but whether moving south or north is not 
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possible to say. It appears that the route was connecting the River Clyde to the north 

with the Rivers Annan and Nith to the south. 

 

Post Script 
Yet another discrete scatter of chert and flint was located during the ongoing search of 

the forest areas, microliths of flint and chert, cores and debitage are being retrieved.  

(This site is now excavated; see Ward, T 2005 same title as here.) 

Site No 85 Chert lithic scatter NS 95196 10295   340m OD 

On the north eastern flank of Coomb Rig, at the northern end of Block No 19/28 of 

Tilhill Forest, there is a discrete scatter of flake radiolarian chert. The scatter covers 

an area of approximately 10m in diameter and was originally seen as isolated pieces 

of chert on the upcast piles for new trees. The area has recently been clear felled of 

mature trees and replanted in 2003/2004. This site was discovered while searching in 

the area of Site No 84 above. The latest site is only about 50m metres to the west of 

Site No 84; it is on the same contour and only a few metres from the forestry access 

road.  
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Appendix 
Photos  35mm colour slide 

DA 727 General view looking SE 

DA 728 General view looking S 

DA 729 General view looking east 

DA 730 General view looking N 

DA 731 Charcoal patch F5 looking N 

DA 732 Charcoal patch F5 looking N 

DA 733 General view looking S 

DA 734 General view looking SE 
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Photos  Digital stills 

Meso 1  Beginning south section, showing stratigraphy of ogs, peat. Looking S 

Meso 2  Beginning south section, showing stratigraphy of ogs, peat. Looking S 

Meso 3  Beginning south section, showing stratigraphy of ogs, peat. Looking S 

Meso 4  Beginning south section, showing stratigraphy of ogs, peat. Looking S 

Meso 5  Ditto, note tree roots, with Jacquie Dryden 

Meso 6  F1 charcoal patch looking S 

Meso 7  F1 charcoal patch looking S detail 

Meso 8  Diggers, note forest drain, looking SE 

Meso 9  North section with F5 charcoal patch, note overburden of trees etc 

Meso 10 F5 detail 

Meso 11 F5 detail  

Meso 12 South section with F6 appearing, note machine cut and rabbit? burrow 

Meso 13 F6 close-up 

Meso 14 Diggers 

Meso 15 Diggers 

Meso 16 Close-up of SE quadrant of F6, note burnt stone 

Meso 17 Close-up of SE quadrant of F6, note burnt stone 

Meso 18 Close-up of SE quadrant of F6 

Meso 19 Close-up of SE quadrant of F6 

Meso 20 Stratigraphy showing clay, iron pan gravel and ogs 

Meso 21 General view looking east, note forest debris 

Meso 22 Test pit showing natural depression in ogs 

Meso 23 Test pit showing natural depression in ogs 

Meso 24 Diggers 

Meso 25 Diggers  

Meso 26 Diggers removing tree stump 

Meso 27 Diggers removing tree stump 

Meso 28 Diggers removing tree stump 

Meso 29 Rebecca Jackson fights tree root 

Meso 30 Rebecca wins fight 

Meso 31 Rebecca enjoys victory over tree root 
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This map shows the locations of sites now discovered during the project, these are 

described in previous reports. Sites within the reservoir area are not included here. 

Individual reports will eventually be amalgamated into a final report.  
 


