RURALIA XIll CONFERENCE: STIRLING 2019

Seasonal Settlements in the Medieval and Early Modern Countryside

This September, Scotland is hosting the Ruralia XIII conference at the University of Stirling. Ruralia is
an international association for the archaeology of medieval and-pestieval settlement and rural

life. Discussions and research at the conferermechthe potential to further unlock to secrets of
Scotl and’s seasonal settl ements.

Today weare very aware of the impact of our actions on the environment. Wagsalso true of the
medieval period. If you put too many animalssome pasturg/ou exhausted the grasses and flocks
or herds suffered tooTo obtain access to grazing with an increasing population in the late medieval
periodthe rural community had to loo&t higher and less accessible groulrdmountainous areas

like the Highlandsf Scotland, ltey could onlybenefit from the grazingt the right time of year

when the grasses growin late spring andummer.

Inmany areas of highland and upland Scotland, good farm landinviisd to small valley bottom or
coastal fieldsCrops could not be rotated to allow soroéthe fields to be put to pasture as they
were needed for vital crops such as barley and data. settlements had the luxury of more than
one field.Thismadesummer grazing even more important déemestic animals had to be removed
from the farmland in spring once it had been sowhisprocess ofmoving seasonallis known as
‘transhumancéand involved the whole farming community.

Fig 1 Coastal fields at North Town, Hamiith the rough grazing on the hills beyar@HES DP 110522



The removal of the animafsom the animals in this way was not just a negative practice but a
positive processTo manage the herds and flocks before the days of enclosed land that we have
today, they had to be accompanied by shepherds and cowherds who stayed with them at all time.
The cows and ewes taken out onto the moor would produce calves and lambs. Milk could be
preserved by making cheese, which was used to help pay the rent as well as providing staple food.

The herdsmen were made up by the families of the village tenants bulit shelters or huts known

as shiels or airigh (Gaelic) gi vi ng a name tThe huthare what axahdedlogists * s hi e |
find when prospectindor sitesin the uplands the most visibleemainsof a lost practice. They

stand out from the strounding vegetation in moorland because the ruined huiften highlighted

green by the rich grass that surrounds it. Even after 200 or more years the dressing of manure

around the hutsstill enriches the sail
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2 Shieling huts highlight

Fig ed by greeasgat Dun thai,l LewisOHES DP1124

Excavations in the Highlands on the slopes of Ben Lawers by Glasgow University have found evidence
of late medieval occupation of shieling huts as well as later occupation in the 17th and 18th

centuries. Unusuallat sites like this they produced a wide range of artefacts and also environmental
evidence for these seasonal activities.



Fig 3View of shieling hitunder excavatiosat Meall GreighNorthlochtaysideshowing the mountainous locatio® Piers
Dixon

The huts were built in groups near to a source of water and usually set on better drained ground
close to the grazing that they wished to use. Most were built with walls of turf and only used wood
for the superstructure, but stone could also bgsed as a base for the twf to line the internal

walls.

Fig 4 Excavation at Meall Grej@dorthlochtaysideshowing turf and stone wall® Piers Dixon



They were small often no more than about 2m wide internally and just high enough toist#mel
middle with a stone hearth for a fire and space for beds of heather on the floor. Utensils were few
and often of wood or leather rather than metal and pottery vessels not very common githée
stones used as cheese presses have also been rexbver

Seasonal settlemergtareless welresearchedhan permaneniones.Over 700Ghielingsites have

been discovered across ScotlaiYett Ew have been excavated and fewdated to thelater

medieval periodas opposed to the more recent pastdeed only @andful have been excavated

since the turn of the 20th century when antiquarians first took an interest in exploring these strange
sites and modern scientific methods have only just begun to be applied to them.
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Fig5 Paintingby W A Domelly of late 19th centuryexcavation of a shieling hat Auchengaich BurrArgyll and Bute©HES
SAa331832



