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A Viking Burial at Balnakeil, Sutherland

Dorothy Low, Cclleen E Batey and Robert Gourlay
Chance Discovery

The excavation of the Viking burial at Balnakeil was
brought about by chance. Storms in May 1991 caused
blowouts in the sand dunes which partially uncovered the
remains of what appeared to be a human skeleton. These
were noticed by Mr and Mrs Powell, who were holidaying 1

the area and they promptly informed the local police of
their discovery, handing in a brooch which they had found
lying on top of the skeleton. The police in turn alerted
the Procurator Fiscal, and the site was visited with the
local doctor who confirmed that the remains were uman
and of some antiquity. The police carefully covered tt

remains without further disturbance, and contacted the
Archaeology staff of Highland Regional Cov cil,
requesting that the remains be professionally examined as

soon as possible.
The Excavation

Excavation, undertaken by Dorothy Low and Robert Gourlay,
commenced the folloQing'day. The remains were situatse in
the most northerly dune of the northern-most of the two
bays (Fig 1). The bones protruded from the edge o¢f the
dune, approximately 4m above the high water mark, and

seme 5 to 6 m below the dune top.
























The sword itself 1is of further interest wever.,
Firstly, its position within the grave suggests that it
lay beneath the body. This 1is a 1little unusual because,
where the evidence survives, the sword is usually sited
to the side of the individual. It will be necessary to
decide whether the sword was wrapped within {1 e shro
and next to the cloak if one existed. Examination of t
textile traces could help here. It 1is conceivable that
the body had been slightly displaced after burial, with
the body falling onto the sword, but the supportil
evidence for this 1is not strong. Some of the grave goods

> however, seem to suggest a slight post-burial

disturbance, such as the brooch in the leg area.

0f further significance is the fact that the sword
is clearly a full sized example, buried here with a yow 1
boy. Whether he himself used the sword, is a point to
consider. The skeletal remains suggest a sli it
enlargement of the bones on the right side, supporti
the idea that the young boy was forced to develop ¢ills
with full sized weapons. Attractive as this idea might
be, parallels are difficult to find, and it is possi =
that +the enlargement may be due to other causes.
Certainly, if enhanced muscle development was present, it

should be noticable on the scapula and arm bones.

There are stories in the saga sources of young boys

being taken into battle with  their athers, a |
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The three beads, two of amber and the third of glass
with applied decoration probably formed part of a simple
necklet. The bead types can be readily paralleled,
particularly the ‘eyed’ example (cf Birka, Arbman 1940,
taf 121, 122 and 123). The small assemblage may perhaps
be mirrored in the single find from the burial of a young
child discovered at Kneep (Cnip), Lewis ( Cowie et al
1993,fig 6A.4, 169). Where bead necklaces have bee
identified to date, they are usually from female graves
an most commonly there are many beads eg Knee
(Welander, Batey and Cowie 1987, illus 6, 156),
presumably because the individual had been collecting
rather longer! The token beads may perhaps be paralleled

also at Birka (Arbman 1940, 40 grave 91}.

The simple copper alloy ring pin or brooch, with
circular terminals, 1s however, rather more diagnostic.
Parallels can be cited from Lagore in Ireland (Hencke
1950,  ) of a pre-Viking date. The inclusion of an
artefact of greater ant 7quity than the rest of the burial
can be seen at several sites throughout the Viking Wor .
In Orkney the situafion is similar cf Westness (Stevenson
1989) and Pierowall (Grieg 1940, 93 ). 1 e use of
heirlooms in burials, pagan or Christian, 1is not so
uncommon as one might think. In the case of a child, it
is appropriate to think in terms of such a token link
with the past, a cherished gift from a grievii | parer ?

The location of the brooch, in the pelvic reion seems to
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suggest that ' has ¥ : ne misplaced after burial. It
should be a cloak fastening, but could be in this case,

perhaps securing a shroud or similar item?

3. Grave Goods

This category includes the remaining items which do not
fall into the above two categories, but which can be
described as gifts to the dead for us 1in the afterlife.
A bag of 14 antler conical gaming pieces, each with
traces of a metal peg for affixing to a board , was
located in the area of the legs. Some of the pieces 1y
have had bone or antler ’‘pegs’ which would have appeared
different from the metal ones, and could suggest a
distinction between two opposing sets, although this is
not yet confirmed by the conservation analysis. There 1y
also be traces of a gaming board, in the form of wooden
frag =2nts. Several graves have produced sets of simple
gaming pieces, 1in carved horses teeth, glass or antler
(eg Wesfﬁess, Scar and two beautiful sets from Birka in
Sweden, made of coloured glass (7 bman 1940, taf 148 1
and 2, from graves 523 and 644). Gaming boards are rather
more difficult to lidentify because they are usually
organic and have decayed beyond recognition in the grave.
An exc ot'sn to this is from Ireland, the site of
B llinderry produced a fine complete example of an
incised board with decorative features (Grah: -Car bell
1980, 23 no 92). Elsewhere in Scotland, exanmples of

simple incised stones have been recorded, commonly in
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] be unc vered along exposed coastal stretches; wit
careful monitoring this can be used to greatly increase
the amount of information available for the peri in

Northern Scotland.
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Illustrations

1. Location of Balnakeil and find spot
2. Excavation of the burial

3. Drawing of the burial deposit

4. Final excavation shot?
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opendix 1

List of Artefactual Material (provided by T Skinr r,
National Museums Conservation Section). NMS Accession
Numbers IL 921-963

Sword and fragmentary scabbard
Shield boss

Spearhead and part of shaft
Ringed pin

Possible strap end

Small copper alloy ?pin

12 miscellaneou iron nails

2 indeterminate iron objects

Antler comb
14 complete and fragmentary gaming pieces of antler

Fragment of mineralised wood with finger bone attached
(?shield grip or spear shaft)
Fragment of mineralised wood ? possibly a fragment of
gaming board
2 amber beads, 1 blue and white glass bead
sedle case with possible needles inside
Small lump of pumice
Small flint flake
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