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Megalithic science and some Scottish site plans
GORDON MOIR, CLIVE RUGGLES & RAY NORRIS

Part I by Gordon Moir
The first part of this article is by Dr Gordon lVIoir, of Newcastle upon Tyne, who is already known to
readers of 'Antiquity' for his critique of Sir Fred Hoyle's book on Stonehenge (LIII, I24-9) which
has called forth a reply from Sir Fred in this issue (44-5). In this article he turns a sceptical eye upon

some of Professor Thom's megalithic surveys.

'A cairn supported at its edge by large stones may
be removed .... The ring which is left looks like a
stone circle.' (Thorn, 1967, 65).
Professor A. Thorn has surveyed a large number of
archaeological sites (Thorn, 1967; 1971). These
surveys provide the basis from which he deduces
the existence of the Megalithic Yard (MY),
Megalithic Geometry and Megalithic Astronomy.
In considering his evidence for these aspects of
'megalithic science' it is pertinent to enquire of
each site: Does it date from the Late Neolithic or

Early Bronze Age? Is it correctly identified? Do
the stones occupy their original positions? Is the
site plan accurate? Has the site already been dis­
cussed, or since discussed, in the archaeological
literature? The example of Unival, discussed in
detail later, shows that here Thorn has made a
serious error in identifying the site, and very
probably made surveying errors. These errors
vitiate part of his discussion of an important site.
This mis-identification, and similar ones, could
have been avoided if the archaeological literature
had been consulted.

Burl, 1976, mentions some of these sorts of
errors: the Botallek circles were probably smallish
hut-circles; the Nine Maidens at Porthmeor was
probably a dilapidated walled hut-enclosure; out­
liers to Grey Croft and Castlerigg stone circles
were buried and subsequently re-erected, but not
necessarily in their original positions; and so­
called megalithic ellipses at Fowlis Wester were in
fact circular settings. Daniel (1975), draws atten­
tion to the probability that the erucuno rectangle
was an eighteenth-century folly. Thom and Thom

37

(1978a), correct the geometrical interpretation of
Fowlis Wester and reject the possibility that
Crucuno could be anything but megalithic.

The site at Kintraw (NGR: NM 830°5°, Thom
1967; 1971) is one of potential extreme accuracy
for the observation of mid-winter sunset, and has
been much discussed following MacKie's excava­
tion of the associated' observing platform' (MacKie
1974; 1977)· The cairns at Kintraw have been
excavated (Simpson, 1969). (The metric scale in
Simpson's plan is meaningless, for it implies that
2·8 feet = I metre and 2 X la = 25. In what
follows it is assumed that Simpson's imperial scale
is accurate. At least it is in agreement with the
measurements given in his text.) If Thom's plan of
Kintraw (1967, Fig. 12.1) is compared with
Simpson's, several discrepancies are immediately
apparent. The smaller cairn, Simpson's cairn B,

has a kerb around it. He gives the diameter of this
sub-circular cairn as I 1ft (3'4 m). Thorn takes it to
be a stone circle (i.e. truly circular), and gives its
diameter as 21'4 ft (6'5 m). Both plans agree on the
distance between the centres of the two cairns

(about 64 ft, 19'5 m), on the size of the larger
cairn (49ft, 15m) and on the relative position of the
menhir. However, the bearing of the line joining
the cairn centres is 84° on Simpson's plan, but
60° on Thorn's, Assuming Simpson gives a mag­
netic north rather than true north is not sufficient

to account for this discrepancy. Further, the
orientation of the small cist on the north-west side

of cairn B with respect to the line joining the cairn
centres differs in each plan.

These differences matter because Thorn uses the
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diameter of cairn B in his statistical determination

of the Megalithic Yard and uses the orientation of
the cist as evidence towards the existence of his

proposed Megalithic Calendar. Kintraw should be
independently resurveyed to determine which, if
either, of the plans is accurate. The inclusion of the
diameters of cairns in a statistical determination of

the unit of length used in setting out stone rings is
not to be recommended. There are many different
types of cairns from all sorts of archaeological sites.
At Kintraw Thorn seems to have thought he was
dealing with a stone circle. Other cairns are included
in his lists-e.g. Monzie, Culdoich*, Moyness. If
these were removed, leaving then only undisputed
stone circles, then perhaps the statistical evidence
in favour of the Megalithic Yard would emerge
more clearly.

It is possible that Thorn may have surveyed
Kintraw before it was excavated, and thus found
the site in a significantly different state from what
it is now. It is also possible that Simpson's measure­
ment refers to the central part ohhe cairn, whereas
Thorn measured the kerb. It should also be noted

that the leaning menhir finally fell in Spring 1979
and has now been re-erected, so that it stands
vertically.

In view of the importance of Kintraw in discus­
sions of Megalithic Astronomy it seems somewhat
surprising that no-one has remarked (to the best of
my knowledge) on the differences in the two pub­
lished site plans. A similar situation holds at
Unival, a site to which Thorn attaches great im­
portance. Hadingham (1975) seems to have been
the first to realize that Thom's site 'Leacach an

Tigh Chloiche' (The Stone House on the Ridge) is
identical with the chambered cairn of Unival (or
Uneval), North Uist, excavated by Sir Lindsay
Scott (Scott, 1947). However, Hadingham did not
take the next step of comparing the two published
site plans for Unival. When Thom's plan for
Unival is compared with Scott's (Moir, 1978),
several interesting points emerge.

At present Unival consists of several standing
stones representing the remains of the burial
chamber and its passage, and the remains of the
peristalith. The cairn material has mostly vanished
except where it has been incorporated into iron­
age huts on the north and east sides of the cairn.
There is a nearby standing stone, to the west of the
cairn. Sufficient of the orthostats remain for the
true nature of the site to be apparent to me before

• Known by Thorn as Miltown of Clava, B 7/2.

reading Scott's paper. Thus the site has not
deteriorated unduly since excavation.

Thom describes the site thus (Thom, 1967,
131): 'It is the most important site in the island
(i.e. N. Uist) and consists of a mixture of open kists
and upright stones. The latter seem to form an
ellipse 20 X 13 MY, which gives a calculated
perimeter of 52'42.' Presumably the 'open kists'
are, at least in part, the iron-age huts. In order to
compare Thom's and Scott's plans (FIG. I), Scott's
plan has been simplified and reorientated.

Various differences between the two plans are
evident. The orientation of Thorn's stone 'D', the
tallest orthostat at the back of the chamber, is
different from that shown by Scott. The line of the
kerb on the south-east side differs in each plan. It
is not clear which of the kerb stones 'E' is supposed
to be. Although Thom claims that the upright
stones form an ellipse, only four of them lie on his
ellipse. He has chosen to emphasize these four,
stones B, C, D and E, and draw an ellipse through
them. It is not clear why these stones have been
selected and others ignored. Four stones are not
enough to uniquely define an ellipse, although the
condition that the stones are also tangent to the
ellipse would be sufficient to define the curve.
Three of the stones lie on the outside of the curve,
but the fourth is to the inside. In any event, if the
builders of the cairn had intended to define an

ellip se by part of the kerb and one of the rear stones
of t he chamber, this ellipse would have been hidden
once the cairn was put up.

In discussing the astronomical uses of Unival
Thom draws attention to the fact that it stands out
on the horizon when viewed from other megalithic
sites below. Thus it could function as the foresight
in astronomical sighting lines. However, the prop­
erty of being visible against the sky from below is
more easily eXplained in terms of its function as a
chambered tomb, which is often thus positioned.
Also, not all the sighting lines from nearby sites
have astronomical explanations. Those that do I
have considered in detail (Moir, 1978). Two of
them will be discussed briefly here, as they
illustrate criticisms of Megalithic Astronomy that
can be made at other sites.

The large, flat-sided, standing stone, 'A', is
claimed by Thom to indicate Ben Tuath, on Wiay,
some 13 miles (21 km) distant, to the south-south­
east, where the moon would rise at its major stand­
still (Thom, 1967, 131; 1971, 70). The horizon
altitude of the foresight is so low (- 10') that great
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Fig. I (a, left) Leacach an Tigh Chloiche (after Thom). (b, right) Unival (after Scott)

difficulties would be experienced in its use. These
difficulties, principally caused by atmospheric
absorption and variable refraction, are discussed in
Moir (1979). Also the horizon profile for Ben Tuath
is calculated from maps, not surveyed on site. This
is a potentially dangerous procedure, for nearby
ground may obscure the sight-line, as at the
Callanish avenue looking south (Cooke et al., 1977),
and it can be an inaccurate procedure. However, for
the line to Ben Tuath this inaccuracy would be
small, and nothing does obscure the view.

Thorn and Thorn (1978b) reconsider all lunar
lines. Only 25 per cent of the lines from Thorn
(1971) are included in this new discussion. Pre­
sumably many of the lines, like the one to Ben
Tuath, are rejected because their horizon profiles
are taken from maps. If the same proportion of
solar and stellar lines are rejected for this reason,
then the evidence for Megalithic Astronomy is
much weakened. It would considerably help in­
vestigators of Professor Thorn's theories if he
would publish a list of those sites where the
horizon profiles are calculated from maps. If the
75 per cent of lunar lines referred to above have
been rejected for other reasons, it would be of
interest to know what these reasons are. Indeed it

would be interesting to know why of the 43 or so
lunar lines in Thorn (1967) only 10 are considered
in Thorn (1971). If subsequent re-examinations of
lunar lines have shown them to be so unreliable,

what would similar examinations of the solar and
stellar lines show?

The other astronomical use of Unival to be dis­

cussed here is the proposal by Thorn that it func­
tions as a backsight for a calendrical line (corre­
sponding to sunrise at months II and 13 in his
Megalithic calendar). The foresights are two
ruinous sites about 3 miles (5 km) away on lower
ground. The line of sight is well below the horizon,
which, in my opinion, precludes its use for
astronomical purposes. Also I could not see the
foresights without the aid of binoculars. At other
sites I have visited the foresights have been simil­
arly indistinct, e.g. Brogar, or with the line of sight
directed well below the horizon, e.g. the Callanish
avenue looking north.

After discussing Unival, Thorn (1967, 133) con­
cludes, 'Thus it appears that The House on the
Ridge is one of the most important sites in Britain
... ' Because it is such an important site it is
essential to resolve the discrepancies between
Thorn's and Scott's plans. The independent survey
by Ruggles and Norris (see below) is most oppor­
tune and I am grateful for being allowed to exam­
ine their plan before its publication. It is clear that
Scott's plan is essentially correct. It is to be hoped
that Kintraw can be resurveyed and the differences
there resolved.

Another site where differences exist between

plans is Learable Hill, Sutherland. Almost all of




