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Iron Age archaeology at Kelton Mains, Threave – with locations of 

settlement marked. © Crown Copyright/database right 2012. An Ordnance 

Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

Cropmarks on Meikle Wood Hill, with the enclosure ditches and central 

round house visible. © RCAHMS. 

Exploring the Iron Age at Threave 

The archaeology of the Threave Estate forms a 

fascinating record of human settlement over the 

last 2500 years. People have been farming and 

living here permanently since the first few 

centuries BC, in the Iron Age. 

The Iron Age archaeology at Threave has been 

recognised from the air, with the remains of three 

substantial settlements identified on the hills 

surrounding Kelton Mains. Not far away, a loch 

dwelling, or crannog, in Carlingwark Loch, may well 

date from the same period, with precious metal items deposited into the loch at this time. 
 

Finding out more: Meikle Wood Hill 

Volunteers this week have been helping survey the farmstead on the 

top of Meikle Wood Hill. Here, with nothing surviving above ground, 

the faint traces of below-ground features show up from the air as 

cropmarks. These faint marks are visible in the crop where buried 

archaeology has caused it to grow at different rates. 

 

This is very useful in identifying the traces of wooden 

structures, such as the roundhouse that stood here 

in the Iron Age. When the timber used to construct 

such buildings rots away, the only trace that remains 

is of features cut into the ground. These ditches, pits 

and post-holes become filled-in over time - but the 

crop above them will often grow stronger and taller 

than in the rest of the field. 
 

In a similar way, geophysical survey can identify 

such features. Back-filled ditches and postholes will 

often have different magnetic properties to the 

surrounding soil.  
 

Such changes make magnetic survey a very good 

way of mapping and understanding more about this 

buried archaeology. 
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Exploring the buried archaeology of Kelton Mains 

Volunteers have this week been carrying out geophysical survey across 

the Iron Age enclosure on the top of Meikle Wood Hill. It’s a great way of 

‘seeing beneath the soil’, mapping buried archaeological remains without 

having to excavate them. 

Two techniques have been used on site, detecting both electrical and 
magnetic changes in the soil that can be 
caused by buried remains.  

Resistance survey is very good at identifying buried stonework – 
as we might expect from walls and roadways, for example, whereas 
magnetic survey is very good at identifying pits and ditches cut 
into the earth and then back-filled with a different type of soil. 

Used together, they allow us to quickly build up a ‘map’ of buried archaeology – particularly in 
identifying the nature of Iron Age settlement in this area. 

What are we hoping to find? 

The aerial photographs of Meikle Wood Hill suggest that this is the site of a single roundhouse, 
some 15m in diameter, enclosed by two circuits of ditches. 

However, these cropmarks identified from the air are faint, and it is probable that other 
archaeology survives below ground that is not showing up on the aerial photographs. Is this really 
the site of a single house, or do others survive within the double-ditched enclosure? 

At a site nearby, Hayknowes Farm, near Annan, for instance, a similar enclosure was excavated. 
Inside the entranceway, gateposts were discovered, with a trackway leading to the central 
roundhouse. An animal pen was attached to the main building. 

The roundhouse itself consisted of a stone-packed circular 
groove, about 11m in diameter, with postholes recorded 
inside it for internal roof supports. The structure had 
opposing entrances to the north-west and south-east. 

The area around the roundhouse was, as at Meikle Wood 
Hill, enclosed by two concentric ditches. These may have 
been a form of defence, or alternatively may have stopped 
livestock kept around the house from escaping. 

Although some of these features are small in size, they might be detected through careful analysis 
of the survey results. Without lifting a trowel, it is hoped that geophysical survey can help us to 
provide detail to the evidence already recorded from the air for the use of this landscape in the 
Iron Age. 

 

Resistance survey. Image: courtesy 

Annandale Observer 

Magnetic survey. Image: courtesy Annandale Observer 
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Photograph and excavation plan of the 

roundhouse at Hayknowes Farm. 


