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The Treasures of South Lanarkshire  

Abstract 
In an attempt to highlight the extraordinary antiquity of South Lanarkshire this report 
briefly describes and illustrates places, monuments, buildings, and artefacts spanning 
14,000 years and asks the question what is treasure? 
 
Introduction. 
South Lanarkshire, that part of southern Scotland where the River Clyde is born and 
runs for about half of its short length before reaching the Irish Sea, has an amazing 
wealth of antiquity, much of which is hardly known. 
 
The upper reaches of the Clyde flow north from its sources in the Crawford hills, 
which lie at the northern edge of the Southern Uplands of Scotland, the relatively low 
rolling hills form most of that major geological part of the Scottish landscape. The 
other geological area is the lowlands of the Midland Valley through which the Clyde 
completes its journey to the sea. 
 

 
Pl 1. Old Lanarkshire from New Statistical Accounts of Scotland. 
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Pl 1b. The political map of South Lanarkshire 2020. 
 
Throughout the human past it has been the landscape and geology which has dictated 
where people travelled, and where they settled. 
 
The land has changed its name over the years and is currently part of South 
Lanarkshire, but it is the River Clyde that is the artery which has always held it all 
together, this land is the literal and metaphorical heart of southern Scotland (Pl 1 & 
1b), a geographic fact that appears to be significant in the story of people over the 
millennia.  
 
The Biggar area is the crossroads east and west, north, and south and has been for all 
time. 
 
The work of Biggar Archaeology Group (BAG) and Biggar Museum Trust (BMT) 
over the years has produced a remarkable collection of the material culture of people, 
spanning the last 14,000 years from the Late Upper Palaeolithic period to modern 
times. Of especial interest and importance to the story of Scotland and beyond, has 
been the prehistoric discoveries made by BAG, and others in the last four decades. 
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The finds are dominated by stone and clay, the stone tools give the names of the 
various periods of Late Upper Palaeolithic (Old Stone Age), Mesolithic (Middle Stone 
Age), Neolithic (New Stone Age), and the Bronze Age where both stone and clay still 
formed an important aspect of daily life, along with copper, tin, bronze, gold and lead. 
The following so called Iron and Roman ages are less well represented in material 
form, although a few spectacular objects are known, nevertheless, the archaeological 
record on the landscape for these epochs is spectacular to say the least, most 
especially in the form of forts of both periods.  
 
Clay was used originally by the first farmers of the Early Neolithic period beginning 
around 6000 years ago when pottery was introduced, and then by the Bronze Age 
people, also for pottery, but additionally in the Bronze Age to make moulds for the 
new magic of metal working.  
 
The ‘Treasures of South Lanarkshire’ will deal with stone, pottery and then metal in 
three pre-historic parts, many of the spectacular and beautiful objects were found by 
others, mostly now forgotten people, but much has been brought to life through the 
efforts of the local voluntary archaeologists based in Lanark with the Lanark & 
District Archaeological Society but more especially by the Biggar team; The Biggar 
Archaeology Group (BAG).  
 
The fourth part of this paper will seek to introduce the reader to objects and places of 
more recent date, but which nevertheless have important stories to tell and which help 
to complete the story of Treasures of South Lanarkshire in object form. 
 
South Lanarkshire begins in the north at Bothwell and extends south through the old 
County to the Dumfries and Peeblesshire borders. Lanarkshire came in to being in the 
12th century and originally extended north-westwards through parts of Glasgow, over 
the years the boundaries have chopped and changed as current politics had their sway. 
It is easy to be confused as to where one is talking about since the region has changed 
from Lanarkshire, to Clydesdale and currently is North and South Lanarkshire. North 
Lanarkshire is out-with the remit of this paper. 
 
While selected references are given here, the complete list of publications dealing 
with the region is vast, mostly to be found in local libraries or museums, they can be 
consulted to give considerably more detail than could be included in this paper.  
 
During the latter years of the 19th century when much of the landscape was still being 
improved for agriculture, and pockets of ground were being quarried or ploughed 
perhaps for the first time, and when roads and railways were being made or altered, 
many spectacular objects were found. At that time stone tools were a mere curiosity 
and ancient pottery was considered of no value if it was incomplete, tragically when 
found in graves as such it was simply thrown away (often along with the bones!). 
 
However, if the Olympian metals of gold, silver or bronze objects were found (as they 
were) (Pl 2), it was entirely a different matter; value was measured in such precious 
and beautiful objects and more especially if they were manufactured from such 
attractive metals. In modern times value is placed on more mundane materials such as 
fabric and other items from the recent past, but each object tells its own story which 
must be preserved as that is the material cultural heritage of any people. 
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Pl 2. Gold, Silver and Bronze. These objects were all found in Clydesdale apart 
from the lunulae (top left) which were discovered 1 mile from Biggar in 
Tweeddale, in the 19th century. They are all displayed in the Museum of Scotland 
in Edinburgh. 
By kind permission of the Trustees of the National Museum of Scotland. 
 
 
Fortunately, the area had an antiquarian of the 19th century tradition, who collected 
curios from the locality, and these arrived regularly at his home at Coultermains near 
Biggar. Adam Sim (Pl 3) was a gentleman estate owner who occupied his time in 
collecting; he was the Walter Scott of Clydesdale, and like Scott’s home at 
Abbotsford near Galashiels, Sim adorned his house, inside and out, with objects often 
brought to him for sale, and he seems readily to have believed any stories of 
provenance which came with them.  
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One of his friends wrote: 
 
“How he got them all collected 
Is safer not to say 
Some of them it is suspected 
Came in a doubtful way”. 
 
Later we will find that his faith was sometimes 
misplaced in this respect, however, we have Sim 
to thank for the preservation of some of the most 
extraordinary objects undoubtedly found in 
Scotland if not necessarily in Clydesdale. The 
third part of the pre-historic trilogy will be about 
gold, silver, bronze – and lead (Pl 2). 
       Pl 3. Adam Sim. 
 
For nearly forty years the volunteer archaeologists of BAG have been actively seeking 
out the past in South Lanarkshire and Upper Tweeddale. 
 
During that time discoveries have been made on an annual basis and from a variety of 
projects. Prehistoric objects and assemblages have steadily accumulated from both 
arable fieldwalking and excavation projects, see; www.biggararchaeology.org.uk  
 
The lithic collections from these adventures into the past now amount to an 
impressive assemblage which numbers in over six figures. It covers arrow heads, 
scrapers, knives, microliths, hammer stones and grinders, querns, stone axes and just 
about every stone tool type used by the earliest inhabitants of the district. Debitage, 
the flakes and chips of stone, which is the waste product from tool manufactures, of 
course amounts to the greatest numerical quantity of this material. However, a 
considerable number of the more recognisable tool types have been found over the 
years and the projects, and these give an illustrative and informative picture of the 
way styles changed (or remained) over the different periods of the Late Upper 
Paleolithic, Mesolithic, Early and Late Neolithic and the Bronze Ages.  
 
Similarly, the range of lithology adopted for tool making has been of great interest 
and in some instances rather surprising. Some locally available materials were 
adopted but more often, rock types from outwith the area were brought either as 
finished products or as working substance, sometimes as in the case of stone axes, 
objects arrived as ‘roughout’ to be finished locally. The arrival of exotic stone types 
points to contact out with the area and suggests trade or perhaps gift exchange over 
relatively long distances. A BAG report has been produced and which addresses this 
area of interest (Paterson & Ward 2013).  
 
Most of this report is just a photographic album and presents some of the attractive 
examples found over the years by BAG and others. The objects are arranged in ad hoc 
groups, not necessarily in chronological order. Comparable items found before BAG 
are housed in the collections of the National Museum of Scotland and in Glasgow 
museums; however, Biggar Museum has a fine collection of locally found stone axes 
and other items which were preserved by the redundant Biggar Town Council, and 
three lithic collections made by other individuals (below). 
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Unfortunately, few of the assemblages have been professionally analysed, the 
subtleties of lithic classification are beyond the abilities of BAG. Incredibly there are 
about fifty parameters for describing a single stone item! However, some assemblages 
have been processed to academic standards, for example a report on both the 
collections from Weston and Cornhill Farm projects will soon be available as will be 
some of the many Daer sites (Wright, forthcoming). Perhaps most importantly, the 
collection of flint and chert tools and debitage found at the unique Late Upper 
Palaeolithic site at Howburn Farm is now academically published.  
 
The writer is nevertheless happy and able to state that many aspects of the work of 
BAG will carry the story of Scotland forward, or perhaps more correctly – backwards, 
setting South Lanarkshire into its context of local, regional, national, and even 
international importance. The Howburn site pushed the story of humans in Scotland 
back by a factor of over 3000 years, making every history book or publication (except 
one) on Scotland – out of date! 
 
The writer hopes the viewer will enjoy seeing these objects in pictorial form in the 
interim, until the time when they are all accurately described.   
 
This paper continually uses superlatives such as unique, oldest, largest, incredible etc, 
these statements can easily stand scrutiny as the References at the end will show. 
They do however emphasise the quality in numerical and informative terms what this 
relatively small area of Scotland has to offer the student of the past.  
 
Part 1.    The Stone Ages. The World of Lithic. 
Uniquely in Scotland, one locality; South Lanarkshire, can boast of having sites which 
represent all the pre-historic ages of the country; and furthermore, they can be found 
within a few fields distance from one another. 
 
The adjoining farms of Howburn, Melbourne and Brownsbank, only four miles north 
of Biggar, between them represent the entire stone age of Scotland, from circa 14,000 
years ago until circa 3000 years ago, and covering the Late Upper Palaeolithic (LUP), 
Mesolithic, Early and Late Neolithic (EN & LN) to the Bronze Age. 
 
In addition to what may seem a boastful statement, one can go even further with it, by 
saying the area is unique in British archaeology, since the LUP aspect is the only 
known site of the Hamburgian Culture in Britain, making it a truly international place.   
 
Late Upper Palaeolithic. circa 15,000 - 14,000 years ago. 
The earliest known people to inhabit the land we now call Scotland came from the 
area of Northern Germany and Southern Denmark. They were a nomadic people who 
appear to have hunted (or possibly managed?) reindeer herds as they migrated from 
their summer to winter feeding grounds in much the same way as modern herds and 
people do in northern Europe, Siberia, Greenland, and North America today. The 
story in Scotland, as far as it goes at present, is rehearsed in several reports.  
 
Suffice for the purpose here to say that it is believed that the hunters (or herders?) 
travelled across what is now the North Sea between Howburn and the Hamburg area 
of mainland Europe, a distance of over 500 miles. They camped on several occasions 
at Howburn Farm, but on the same spot where they left their distinctive trademark of 
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specialised stone tools in the form of arrowheads, scrapers, burins, and piercers, along 
with core and flake debitage from their making. The method of dating the Howburn 
site comes from comparison with identical tools from Europe where the locations 
there have been radiocarbon dated to over 14,000 years ago, a time very soon after the 
last main Ice Age. What is now known is that as soon as the landscape became tundra 
after the demise of the ice sheet, vegetation, animals, and people quickly followed in 
that order.  
 
The types, and numbers of actual tools (681 of) found at Howburn have not been 
recorded anywhere else in Britain to date, making the site one of a kind in this 
country. It is however accepted, and hoped, that other sites must exist and await 
discovery.  
 
The following illustrations (Pl’s 4-7) are merely a sample of the overall assemblage 
from Howburn Farm and which are now academically published. 

 
 
Pl 4. One of the most extraordinary images of British pre-history. Arrow-heads 
from (left to right) LUP, Mesolithic, Early and Late Neolithic and Bronze Age. 
All found in the same field at Howburn Farm. 
 

   
PL 5. Tanged points, a 
total of 29 pieces were 
found along with 71 
backed pieces. 

Pl 6. Long end and blade 
scrapers, a total of 167 
scrapers or parts were 
found. 

Pl 7. Showing a variety of 
flint types. Indicating 
various occupations of 
the site. 
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The location is known to contain many more artefacts than those recovered in the dig, 
which was stopped dead in its tracks when two tanged points were found in the same 
square metre of ground. The research value of this site remains enormous. 
 
Mesolithic. circa 10,000 to 6000 years ago. 
The upper reaches of the River Clyde can easily boast the largest concentration of 
Mesolithic sites to be found anywhere in Scotland, and furthermore, nearly every one 
of them has been found by BAG. Radiocarbon dates on BAG sites range from over 
10,000 to 6000 years ago, covering the entire period. The debitage lithics retrieved 
from the various sites amounts to tens of thousands and with many hundreds of 
microliths of flint and radiolarian chert from single sites, the narrow blade microliths 
being the ‘type’ find in Scotland for the entire period. Cores, scrapers, blades, and 
other tools have also been recovered. Microliths from Daer valley have been found 
and which defy geological description, making them unique (Pl 9); the stones appear 
to be a silicified limestone from which the exquisite microliths were made, but the 
source of the raw material is still unknown, perhaps somewhere in the North Sea? 
 
However, a new aspect of the BAG sites and one which should be of interest to those 
working on the Mesolithic in Scotland, is the finding of haematite (Pl 16) on several 
Mesolithic places in the Daer valley. Because of the facets on the stones, the material 
was obviously being ground to a powder and presumably being used as a colouring 
agent. One site at Daer (No 123) could be shown to be a knapping zone judging by the 
number of cores and debitage present, and what is believed to be the knapper’s seat is 
illustrated here (Pl 17) as it is believed to be highly unusual if not unique in Scottish 
archaeology.  
 
Just north of Biggar and over the County border may be the only known Mesolithic 
axe (Pl 18), found as a random find many years ago, it is in the National Museums. 
Also near Biggar but in Tweeddale, BAG have excavated and dated the only chert 
quarries in Scotland, 6000 years ago the hunters were using stone pounders (Pl 19) to 
extract the better quality in situ radiolarian chert for toolmaking. 
 
Although in many cases, objects appear as just ‘lumps’ of stone, but they give us 
details of a past which we can otherwise only imagine.  
 

 
 

 

Pl 8. Small selections of 
Microliths from Weston 
Farm. 

Pl 9. Microliths of 
‘bluestone’ from 
Daer Reservoir.  
 

Pl 10. The mysterious ‘blue 
stone’ found in Daer 
Reservoir 

Pl 8 shows a tiny selection of over 600 microliths from fieldwalking and 
excavations at Weston Farm, they cover 9500 – 6000 years ago. Pl’s 9 & 10 show 
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microliths and other tools made from a mysterious rock believed to be a silicified 
limestone but from an unknown source, perhaps the North Sea. Found at Site No 
1 in Daer valley they date to 10,080 years ago and were the first evidence of 
people in Scotland over 10,000 years. 
 

   
Pl 11. Pl 12. Pl 13. 
Pl’s 11 – 13 showing cores, scrapers and microliths, a small selection from Daer 
Site No 3, dating to 6000 years ago. 
 

 
 

 

Pl’s 14 & 15. Daer Site 86, 
40 microliths and debitage 
from 1 square metre. 

Pl 15. Pl 16. Daer sites. 
Faceted haematite in 
association with 
microliths. 

 
Pl 17. Daer Mesolithic Site No 123. Just a lump 
of stone? The probable seat of a hunter making 
stone tools. Cores and debitage along with 
microliths were lying to one side of the stone, 
indicating the ‘discard’ zone. 
 
 
 

 

 

 
Pl 18. Possibly the only Mesolithic  
stone axe in Scotland, found at  
Cambwell north of Biggar.  
Courtesy of the National Museums 

Pl 19. Mesolithic quarrying tools in 
Scotland. Stone pounders dated to 
c6000 years ago from Burnetland 
Farm. Biggar Museum. 

 



 10 

Scotland. 
 
Early and Late Neolithic (EN & LN). circa 6000 to 4500 years ago. 
BAG projects have been responsible for the discovery of several EN & LN sites 
where large assemblages of ceramics have been found, these will be discussed and 
illustrated in Chapter 2 of this paper. The sites, and many fieldwalking collections 
have resulted in a sizeable assemblage of flint and radiolarian chert tools being 
recovered and dating to both periods. While arrowheads are easier to attribute to an 
era because of their shape, scrapers and other tools found as random objects are more 
difficult. Nevertheless, if such objects are found in association with ceramics and 
dateable contexts, they can then be ascribed a date with confidence. The unusual rock 
crystal rubbing stone (Pl 20) with semi perforations was probably being made as an 
amulet some time in the Neolithic. Larger stones were used as querns and 
pounders/rubbers for grinding grain (Pl’s 21 & 22).  
 

 

 

 

Pl 20. Rock Crystal 
from Weston Farm. 

Pl 21. LN quern stone 
from Melbourne Farm. 

Pl 22. Neolithic saddle quern 
and rubber from Weston 
Farm. 

Trade or exchange with the Island of Arran is shown by various BAG projects to have 
been conducted principally if not exclusively during the EN period. Pitchstone (Pl 
23); a volcanic glass, has been found on numerous locations and is dated by 
association with pottery and charcoal dates from the sites of the first farmers. Its use is 
still poorly understood, and it may have been collected by the early farmers purely for 
aesthetic purposes. The exotic pitchstone and flint, taken along with ceramic types, 
and stone axes shows that the Clydeside farmers were not living in isolation from 
communities in other parts of Britain. 
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Pl 23. The largest collection of pitchstone 
in Scotland has come about by BAG 
Projects, over 700 pieces and much 
shown to date to the EN. 

Pl 24. A small selection of axes found 
near Biggar. 

 
Perhaps the type find for the Neolithic period are stone axes, in Clydesdale many have 
come from the Lake District both as finished items (Pl 24) and as ‘roughouts’ to be 
finally shaped smooth by the owners. Roughouts from Clydesdale can be seen in both 
Glasgow and Edinburgh museums. Other rock types were used and also suggest 
contact from further afield. The most prestigious examples are made in flint, some 
being beautifully polished. These axes are known to have been made in Yorkshire and 
are known as ‘Seamer’ axes because of the district where they were manufactured, 
they have a distinctive ‘waist’ shape. Two are known from Biggar, one in the National 
Museum and one from Biggar Common, the latter found with a matching dagger, both 
from Yorkshire, they are displayed in Biggar Museum. Dozens of axes were found in 
Clydesdale in the past, known as ‘celts’ most have unfortunately lost their 
provenance. Biggar Museum has a substantial collection originally gathered by Biggar 
Town Council. Lanark Town Council had an equally fine collection, but they donated 
theirs to the National Museum. The National Museum also has numerous stone axes 
from Lanarkshire.                  Pl 25 Courtesy of the National Museum of Scotland 
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Pl 26. Found in a grave on Biggar Common, this matching pair of Yorkshire flint 
items were never used as tools as microscopic analyses shows. Biggar Museum. 
 
Hammer-axes are mostly found in the south west of Scotland, they are distinctive 
because the haft was fixed in a hole ground through the axe (Pl 27), whereas the 
others (above) were fixed into a hole in the shaft. Adam Sim of Coulter collected a 
rare set of amber and jet beads made in the miniature form of hammer-axes and said 
to come from the locality. However, some doubt exists as to the authenticity of these 
beads (Pl 28), although they may be genuine.  
 

  
Pl 27. Hammer-axe in Biggar Museum. 
They are mostly found in SW Scotland 

Pl 28. Hammer-axe beads formerly the 
Sim Collection, now in the National 
Museum. Courtesy National Museum of 
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Scotland. 
Flint and local radiolarian chert were used to fashion simple lozenge or leaf shaped 
arrowheads, later types were transverse or hollow base. Many have been found by 
BAG over the years and a selection of those are given below (Pl’s 29 & 30). 
Occasional arrowheads have been found made from agate and recycled flakes from 
stone axes. Other tools such as scrapers and knives (Pl’s 31 & 32) are more difficult to 
date unless found with a good context with dateable finds or materials, a selection of 
such items are given below but some of which span different periods. 
 

 
Pl 29. A selection of leaf shaped arrowheads found by BAG on various projects. 
 

 
Pl 30. A selection of Late Neolithic transverse and hollow base arrowheads found 
by BAG. 
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Pl 31. A selection of scrapers found by BAG 
 

 
Pl 32. A selection of scrapers and knives found by BAG. 
 
The Bronze Age.    circa 4500 to 3000 years ago. 
Although this period brought in the age of metals, stone continued to be used for 
certain objects. Exotic flint and local radiolarian chert were still the best materials for 
day to day cutting, boring, scraping, and projectile tools (arrowheads). As the period 
progressed more sophisticated bronze objects were made such as knives, axes, spears 
and swords; however, these items appear to have been prestigious tools and weapons, 
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leaving the more mundane stone to fill the gap for domestic tools and arrow heads for 
hunting, for example, bronze arrowheads of this period have never been found. Larger 
stones were also used as grinding querns, using smaller rubbing stones to prepare 
grain for cooking, and for percussion purposes (hammerstones). Decorative jewellery 
and dress accoutrements were fashioned from Whitby jet, local cannel coal and Baltic 
amber, the jet being the better material; however the more locally sourced coal was 
used in South Lanarkshire. Amber, most likely from the Baltic region but traded up 
from the south, was also a favourite material from which to fashion beads. The 
arrowheads (Pl’s 33 – 35) are conveniently distinctive from those of earlier times, 
termed ‘barb and tanged’[B&T], the tang being hafted to the shaft. Examples range 
from the exquisitely shaped to ruder ones, and like the earlier points they can be fat or 
thin. Perishable materials such as bone, antler and wood have no doubt decayed 
leaving no traces. 
 

 
Pl 33. A selection of B&T found by BAG. 
 

 

 
Pl 34. Rare B&T arrowheads made 
from brown radiolarian chert. 

Pl 35. A beautiful example, picked up 
on a ploughed field, near Biggar. 
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Work by BAG at Camps Reservoir (Ward et al forthcoming) on two enclosed 
cremation cemeteries produced significant finds. Of particular importance are the 
unique pair of cannel coal ‘napkin rings’ (Pl 36), found in a shallow crouched burial 
pit. Presently, these are the only examples from a secure funerary context and the only 
pair to be found. Their position in the grave indicates they were cloak fasteners used 
below the chin. In another cemetery and also at Camps was a ‘finger sponge stone’ (Pl 
37) suspected as being a leather working tool, it lay beside beaker sherds. One point 
of a star shaped faience bead (Pl 38) was also found there. 
 

  

 

 
Pl 37. x 2of views. 

Pl’s 36 – 38.  The pair of napkin rings, the sponge finger stone and the point 
from a faience star bead. 
 

 
Pl 38. A rare leaf shaped arrowhead 
made from agate. 
 
 
Pl 39 (right). Part of an old collection 
of lithics found by the Dunlop brothers 
who were drystane dykers. Now in 
Biggar Museum. 
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Pl 40. A private collection gathered at Wester Yardhouses Farm near Carnwath 
(now in Biggar Museum). No 3 is a North American arrowhead! 
 

 
 
Pl 41. Unusual objects from the Neolithic are carved stone balls. Only two are 
known from Lanarkshire, the example here from Biggar and another from 
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Carnwath. Their use is much debated but they were probably ceremonial in 
function. Both are in the Museum of Scotland. 
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