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ABSTRACT

Cropmarks of a ditched Iron Age enclosure were excavated in advance of opencast coal mining and
archaeological features representing a number of different phases were recorded. The earliest
identifiable activity on the site is represented by a spread of Early Bronze Age artefacts, from within
a layer sealing a number of pits and post-holes in the south-east of the excavation area, some of
which may have originated from a possible ring-ditch burial. A series of occupations in the first
millennium BC began with an unenclosed ring-groove house, of which only a small portion survived.
This first house was replaced by another ring-groove house enclosed by a polygonal ditched enclosure.
Subsequently, a broad defensive ditch was constructed around the site with an entrance protected by
a post-built gateway to the south-east. Over time the ditch silted up; a number of stone-paved floors
represent the probable locations of later houses, some of which were built into the upper fill of this
defensive ditch. At this time the settlement appears to have been unenclosed, although there are
indications that the entrance to the south-east was replaced by a causeway across the ditch in its
north-eastern circuit and a short length of the ditch was re-cut on either side of this new entrance.
Occupation on the site appears to have lasted until the Roman Iron Age. Finally, the site was affected
by medieval ploughing. The project was funded throughout by Historic Scotland (formerly Scottish
Development Department/Historic Buildings and Monuments division).

INTRODUCTION

TOPOGRAPHY

The site at St Germains (NGR: NT 427 742) lay in arable land between the Al and the A198
North Berwick road, to the north-east of Tranent in East Lothian (illus 1). The topography is
formed by gently undulating land sloping northwards towards the coast. Although much altered
by modern field drains and opencast quarrying, the drainage pattern in the immediate area still
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1. Fishers Road West enclosure
2. Fishers Road East enclosure
3. Seton Mains fort and enclosure
4. Seton Mains possible enclosure
5. Seton Mains palisaded enclosure
6. Greendykes enclosure
7. Greendykes enclosure
8. Greendykes enclosure
9. Southfield enclosure (possible ring ditch)

10. Southfield enclosure (site of)
11. Riggonhead fort (destroyed)

ILLUS 1 Location maps. (Based on the Ordnance Survey map © Crown copyright)
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ILLUS 2 Photograph of cropmark (Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland
© Crown copyright)

consists of a number of small streams flowing NNW directly to the sea. St Germains sits c 60 m
west of one of these small streams, the Seton Dean.

SUB-SOIL

The underlying geomorphology of the site is glacial till of well-consolidated silty clay or sandy
clay, containing numerous rounded pebbles and boulders, mostly of local origin, although with
some far-travelled erratic rocks. A number of glacial drainage channels are recorded c 700 m
south-east of the site. The sub-soil on the site itself is a glacial till with variable amounts of stone,
which made excavation and definition of feature edges painstakingly difficult.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND

The site of St Germains was first identified in the summer of 1975 by aerial survey as a rather
blurred set of cropmarks in a barley field (illus 2) and is one of a number of similar cropmark
enclosures in the vicinity. The cropmarks indicated a penannular enclosure with an entrance
visible in the south-east and a number of external linear features running from east to west. The
accuracy of the rectified cropmark plan (illus 3) was limited by the number of available control
points. The fine linear cropmark (illus 3, a) to the north-east of the enclosure is parallel to the
field boundary to the north and may be an old fence-line. The more irregular linear cropmark
(illus 3, b) to the south-west may be a continuation of the external ditch which was also visible as
a cropmark (illus 3, c) and subsequently confirmed by excavation. Although a number of other
cropmarks are visible, the complexity of the imagery precludes precise interpretation. The
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Cropmarks

Stone-paved structures

ILLUS 3 Plan of Trench positions and approximate extent of cropmarks

curvilinear feature (illus 3, e) could be a ditch although it may reflect a change in the underlying
sub-soil, and is perhaps the result of a relict stream channel. The linear cropmark (illus 3, f )
appears to merge with cropmark (illus 3, d) although the rectified cropmark image does not
match the ditch located by excavation in Trench III.

The site was threatened by the extensive opencast coal mine to the west and is now buried
beneath the mine's spoil heaps. The rescue excavations were funded by the Scottish Development
Department (Ancient Monuments) and were directed by Trevor Watkins with the support of the
Department of Archaeology of the University of Edinburgh. Subsequent post-excavation work
was undertaken over a number of years. The present report was commissioned by Historic
Scotland and undertaken by the Centre for Field Archaeology in association with Trevor
Watkins, using the original site archive. This paper represents the final site report and follows the
basic site sequence outlined in the proceedings of the conference on later prehistoric settlement in
south-east Scotland (Watkins 1982). In general, the sequence of events related therein remains
unchanged.

WORKING METHODS

The investigations began with a geophysical survey and the excavation of sections of the main
ditch in the spring of 1978 and continued with summer seasons in 1978-81, with a final season of
excavation at Easter 1982.
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[ J Unexcavated features

RG Ring groove

SS Stone-paved structure

ILLUS 4 Plan of major features in all phases
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The strategy of the investigation was to excavate the whole enclosure including areas
beyond the defensive ditch where there was slight cropmark evidence suggesting the existence of
external features (illus 3). To this end, geophysical survey was employed using both a resistivity
meter and a magnetometer. These hopes were largely thwarted, and despite the use of more
sophisticated techniques in 1980, geophysical survey was found to be fairly unproductive on this
site. The enclosure was mechanically stripped of plough-soil, half in 1978 and half in 1979,
together with some areas beyond its denning ditch. The area outside the enclosure to the north
proved to be relatively free of archaeological features. The most productive external area, that in
the south-east, was the most difficult in geophysical survey terms, and was therefore dug in a
sequence of ad hoc extensions.

After topsoiling, it was evident that the northern half of the enclosure had been truncated
to the extent that the sub-soil surface was reduced. In contrast, however, the southern part of the
excavation area contained stratified deposits, vertically separated within a brown soil of some
depth, below the reach of modern ploughing.

LIMITATIONS

Unfortunately, at the end of the first two weeks of excavation in 1982 the site huts were broken
into and over a hundred finds and samples stolen, along with all the exposed film record of the
excavations, the card index of finds and some equipment. Subsequently the huts were broken into
again and set on fire. These acts of vandalism have prevented more detailed analyses and
interpretation of the excavation results than would otherwise have been possible, especially with
regard to the artefact assemblages. In addition, this report was prepared without the aid of the
original field drawings, although inked copies were available. Apart from the later prehistoric
pottery, the remainder of the illustrated artefacts are also missing and, consequently, comments
on these are based on previously prepared illustrations. An almost complete lack of sizeable
pieces of charcoal from the site prevented radiocarbon dating at the time of excavation and has
restricted the interpretation of the chronological sequence. Despite these problems, it is clear that
the archaeological results represent a significant contribution to our understanding of south-east
Scotland in the Iron Age.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESULTS

The structural history of the site can be divided into a complex six-period sequence. The earliest
evidence is of Early Bronze Age date. Then there follow four periods of Iron Age occupation.
Finally, the abandoned settlement was under arable agriculture in the medieval period, with some
traces of this agricultural system overlying the last Iron Age occupation and underlying the
modern plough-soil.

PHASE 1: EARLY BRONZE AGE ACTIVITY

Two concentrations of Early Bronze Age activity were recorded. The first lay outside the defensive
ditch to the south-east (illus 4) and consisted of a spread of unstratified flint and pottery,
including Beaker sherds, within a mixed layer of colluvium. (This layer also contained some later
prehistoric artefacts.)

A penannular ring-ditch was located in the south-eastern corner of the excavation area. A
large, shallow pit was located near the centre of the ring-ditch. Although neither a funerary vessel


