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1. An excavation at Lochlea  
 

In 1878, the Scottish antiquary and physician, Dr Robert Munro, excavated a crannóg site 
near Tarbolton2 (Figures 1a and 1b) in south-western Scotland.3 It was not immediately 
apparent that the gently sloping earthen mound on Lochlea farm had once been an artificial 
island in a lake which had long dried up. The excavation was a surprisingly modern affair for 
its time, with methods not dissimilar to those used today. The evocative sepia Victorian 
photographs on display in the Dick Institute, Kilmarnock, which houses the collection of 
finds, show the collapsed wooden palisades of the structure, instantly recognisable features in 
both Scottish and Irish wetland archaeology. The excavation produced a wide range of 
artefacts, made of bone, metal, wood, leather and stone, many of them comparable to objects 
and structures found at other Scottish crannóg sites, particularly Buiston, (Canmore ID 
42950; in South Ayrshire4 as well as Irish crannógs such as Ballinderry Crannog No. 1, Co. 

 
1 Visiting Research Fellow, Archaeology and Palaeoecology, School of Natural and Built Environment, 
Queen’s University Belfast, Northern Ireland. 
2  Scotland’s recorded heritage site www.canmore.gov.uk,  is an exemplary one, using identity numbers 
for sites and events.  Sites here are referenced accordingly, with Lochlea being Canmore ID 42841 at 
NGR: NS 4575 3027. 
3 Robert Munro, “Notice of the Excavation of a Crannog at Lochlee, Tarbolton, Ayrshire. With Reports 
on the Fauna of the Crannog. On the Flora of the Crannog, and on the Analysis of Crystals,” Proceedings 
of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland 13 (1879): 175-252. 
4  Anne Crone, The history of a Scottish Lowland Crannog: excavations at Buiston, Ayrshire 1989-90’ (Edinburgh: 
AOC Archaeology Monograph 4, 2000). https://www.aocarchaeology.com/publications/buiston. 
Accessed 03 July 2021 

http://www.canmore.gov.uk/
https://www.aocarchaeology.com/publications/buiston
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Westmeath, Ballinderry Crannog No. 2, Co Offaly, and Lagore, Co. Meath. From the 
perspective of this project, which is equitation-focused, the most fascinating metal object is 
an iron and copper alloy bridle bit, quite unlike anything else in the archaeological record of 
Scotland.  
 

   
 

Fig. 1a and 1b. Location of Lochlea crannog 

 

2. Introducing the Lochlea snaffle  
 

The snaffle was not discovered during the excavation, but afterwards, within a “rubbish heap” 
at the south-eastern sector of the crannog.5  This heap is described as consisting of gritty ash, 
burnt bone and vegetable matter, a feature which we would now refer to as a midden.  The 
snaffle was categorised as Iron Age by Palk,6 although it has no direct analogue among other 
Late Iron Age/ insular La Tène-derivative7 bridle bits (Figure 2); instead, it borrows aspects 
of design from different times and cultures, to make something unique.  

When fully flexed, it is 26.1 cm in length (including cheek-rings), with a functional iron 
loop-style mouthpiece of 12.2 cm, reinforced at two off-centre points. Each side of the 
mouthpiece is connected to a pair of side links, or cannons, 6cm in length, made of copper 
alloy, making it a permutation of the peculiar triple-linked bridles of the British Iron Age, 
such as those found at Birrenswarke and Middlebie in Scotland, or at Rise and Stanwick, both 
northern England. These bits are characterized by elongated central links and very short 
pseudo-cannons, characteristics shared by the Lochlea specimen.  

While small and undecorated, the copper alloy cannons of the Lochlea snaffle are 
exceptionally well made, although they are not entirely symmetrical, indicating they were made 
in two different moulds. Nor are the iron cheek-rings the same size, which likely indicates 

 
5 Munro, “Notice of the Excavation of a Crannog at Lochlee, Tarbolton, Ayrshire,” 193 and 234. 
6 Natalie Palk, Iron Age Bridle Bits from Britain (Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh Press, 1984). 
7 The term “Celtic” is not used here, preferring to use insular La Tène- derivative to describe the ornate 
metalwork of the time, as ideas travelled without invasions. We do not know how the peoples of Britain 
or Ireland saw themselves or their “roots.” https://daily.jstor.org/what-does-it-mean-to-be-celtic/ 
offers a good primer to the ongoing archaeological argument. 

https://daily.jstor.org/what-does-it-mean-to-be-celtic/
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replacement rings were fitted at some stage of the object’s life-history. Like the mouthpiece, 
they are also heavily oxidized, so it is difficult to tell a great deal about the earlier condition, 
apart from presuming they were a little thicker than what we see today.  It appears that the 
iron cheek-rings were fully mobile (loose ringed) within the alloy sleeve of the cannons. 
Munro’s illustration8 indicates it had a central roller in the middle of the mouthpiece bar; this 
is since gone missing. 
 

 
 

Fig. 2. The Lochlea snaffle (author’s own drawing, not to scale) 

 

3. Late Iron Age Bits in Britain and Ireland 
 

The basic looped iron mouthpiece shares many aspects with the specimen from Withy 
Copse,9 and to a lesser extent, a mouthpiece from Ham Hill,10 both in England. These iron 
loop bits were described by Palk11 as Roman, but they appear to span a considerable length 
of time, possibly from early Roman period (43 AD onwards) to the beginnings of the early 
medieval period (fifth century AD).  No exclusive study of these bits has ever been carried 
out, despite their distribution across Britain and western Europe, although they are notably 
absent in Ireland. It is possible that they originated with horse-riders from the Netherlands 
and Rhine districts, who served in the Roman military.12 

These mouthpieces were simple objects for a smith to make, especially when compared 
to the complex copper alloy casting required for both the British and Irish Late Iron Age 
snaffles. That simplicity may be the reason why so few of these bits have survived, as they 
would have been easily melted down and recycled by metalworkers. There is considerable 
variation in shapes – the bits can take the form of iron twisted, folded, left straight or 
hammered into loops, then either fitted with loose cheek-rings either side, or a curved loop 
incorporated into the actual mouthpiece (Figure 3). Some of them arch gently, their curvature 
following the shape of the palate of the horse. That curvature, coupled with suitable space 
for the sides of the horse’s mouth, may have been an influence in the development of the 
highly sophisticated Late Iron Age Irish Types B, C, D and E.13 
 
 

 
8 Munro, Notice of the Excavation of a Crannog at Lochlee, Tarbolton, Ayrshire., 234 Fig 106. 
9 Palk, Iron Age Bridle Bits from Britain, Plate C57. 
10 Palk, Iron Age Bridle Bits from Britain, Plate C54. 
11 Palk, Iron Age Bridle Bits from Britain, 59. 
12 Rena Maguire, “Livin’ on the Edge: Roman Influences on the Equestrian Equipment of Late Iron 
Age Ireland,” in The Liminal Horse: Equitation and Boundaries, ed. Rena Maguire and Anastasija Ropa 
(Budapest: Trivent Publishing 2021), 235-262. 
13 Maguire, “Livin’ on the Edge,” 238-241; 244 Fig 4; see also Barry Raftery, “A decorated Iron Age 
horse-bit fragment from Ireland,” Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, Section C: 74 (1974): 1-10. 
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Fig. 3. A typical “Roman” iron “loop” bit.  
Photograph by permission of National Museum of Antiquities, Leiden. 

 
In contrast to both the iron loop and Irish bits of the Late Iron Age/Roman period, the 

triple-linked bit is a style mostly found in northern Britain and Scotland and is considered to 
date to the first century AD.14  The ornate (and functionally problematic) specimens include 
finds from Birrenswark (Canmore ID 66626) and Middlebie (Canmore ID 67071), in 
Scotland15 as well as examples from northern Britain, such as pieces found at Place Fell, near 
Ullswater, and Rise, near Holderness (see Figure 4).16 These bits are made of copper alloy and 
are readily identified by their extravagant insular La Tène cast decorations, which often have 
insets of coloured enamel and coral. In theory, these lavishly decorated side pieces should 
function as normal cheek-rings (and some of them obviously did), but in some specimens, 
these decorative side pieces are cast as solid pieces with no pivot movement to allow the rein 
rings to rest beside the corner of the horse’s mouth. 

Palk and MacGregor17 included the Lochlea snaffle among the corpus of British Iron Age 
bits, the former because of its mouthpiece style, and the latter because of Samian Ware on 
site. It must be highlighted that, as a counterargument to MacGregor’s dating by associated 
finds, there are also flint scrapers 18from much earlier prehistory within the site as well as 
lignite bracelets, a group of objects associated with the early medieval period; wetlands have 
little context. It is also worth noting, as Munro did,19 that the metal objects found in the 
midden heap were close to the top of it. 

There is no swirling La Tène decorative casting, nor champlevé to suggest a first or second 
century AD date. Nor is it made of cast bronze or brass, being instead partially made of iron, 
and partially of copper alloy. Inspection of the stubby little Lochlea cannons show a small 

 
14  Mary Davis and Adam Gwilt, “Material, style and identity in first century AD metalwork, with 
particular reference to the Seven Sisters Hoard,” in Rethinking Celtic Art, ed. Duncan Garrow. (Oxford: 
Oxbow Publications 2008), 163; Mary Davis, “Technology at the transition: relationships between 
culture, style and function in the Late Iron Age determined through the analysis of artefacts” 
(Unpublished PhD dissertation. Cardiff University 2004), 24. 
15  Morna MacGregor, Early Celtic Art in North Britain: a study of decorative metalwork from the third century BC 
to the third century AD Volume II (Leicester: Leicester University Press. 1976): Pls. 2,5 and 11. 
16 MacGregor, Early Celtic Art in North Britain, Pls 8 and 10; see Fig. 3. 
17 Palk, Iron Age Bridle Bits from Britain and MacGregor, Early Celtic Art in North Britain. 
18 Munro, Notice of the Excavation of a Crannog at Lochlee, Tarbolton, Ayrshire pages 211 and 240 
19 Munro, Notice of the Excavation of a Crannog at Lochlee, Tarbolton, Ayrshire, 193. The wooden objects found 
within the midden all have parallels with other early medieval crannog sites across Scotland and Ireland. 
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semi-circular indentation, or notch, in the metal (see Fig. 5). This is a small, and mostly 
overlooked detail, but in understanding how the Lochlee snaffle fitted, a “smoking gun” has 
finally been provided as to how the problematic Late Iron Age triple-link bits fitted within a 
bridle assemblage, as well helping to differentiate functional specimens from possible ritual 
ones. It also reveals something of the human culture in which it was made, highlighting a 
society in a state of change and yet desiring connections to the past. 

 

 
 

Fig. 4. The triple-link snaffle from Rise, northern England, which has parallels in Scotland’s Iron Age 
lorinery. Note how the decorated cheek-rings are cast as immobile solid units. 

 

 
 

Fig. 5. Detail of the “catch” notch of the Lochlea snaffle. Highlighted area shows the detail.  
Photo author’s own, but use of it by kind permission of the Dick Institute, Kilmarnock. 

 

4. A bit about bits 
 

A bit (Figure 6), particularly a snaffle bit, is only one of several “aids” for a rider or driver, 
which includes the voice, hands, legs, and balance (or seat) of the rider.  A bit can be made 
of metal or organic material and is fitted into a horse’s mouth, across the tongue, with its 
corners positioned on the tooth-free bars, to enable its rider or driver to control speed and 
direction of movement. All snaffles work by placing pressure on, and around, a horse’s 
mouth, as the mouthpiece fits across the tongue (Figure 7). That pressure can be diffused by 
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various fittings to include the bridge of the nose, under the chin, corners of the mouth, 
tongue, bars, palate, or poll.20  

 

 
 

Fig. 6. Parts of a snaffle bit 

 
Bit selection is influenced by a variety of factors, including the style of riding, the rider’s 

ability, the level of the horse’s training, and the intended use of the horse.  A single jointed 
snaffle is one which has no centre link; the cannons connect at a central point. A double-
jointed snaffle has two cannons which connect on a central link, which spreads the pressure 
across the tongue and makes the bit less severe. Both types of bits existed in the ancient world 
and are easily recognisable to modern eyes. 

The normal way to fit a bridle is to hold the bit flat on your palm and slip it gently into 
the mouth of the animal, before fastening any bridle straps. Holding the Lochlea specimen in 
this position, with the mouthpiece loop caught in the notch, it shows clearly how it would 
have fitted (see Figure 8). Within the inner link of the cannon of the Lochlea specimen, there 
is a small semi-circular notch cast into the alloy, just where it connects to the iron loop 
mouthpiece (see Figure 5). Previous research21has mistaken this for use-wear on some first 
century AD triple-link bits, including Birrenswarke and Middlebie, when it is a deliberate 
design feature, although for some alloys, it weakens the overall object. Use-wear in lorinery 
usually is displayed through burnishing, bite marks and saliva staining.22 On occasions, poorly 
made alloys will break, something which is indeed observed in the archaeological record.  

 

 
 

Fig. 7. Action of a double-joint snaffle(left) and single-joint snaffle (right) inside the mouth of a horse 

 
20 The poll is the top of the horse’s head, between the ears, and is a pivotal joint for how the head is 
carried, in relation to its paces. 
21 MacGregor, Early Celtic Art in North Britain Vol 2, plates 5 and 11. 
22  Orla Doherty; Vincent Casey; Paul McGreev; Andrew McLean; Pierce Parker and Sean Arkins, “An 
analysis of visible patterns of horse bit wear,” Journal of Veterinary Behaviour 18 (2017): 84-91. 
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It is worth noting that this fixative notch was a solution from the dawning of human and 
horse interactions as it is present on the “pawn” shaped side links of bits found in the Arzhan-
1 kurgan (and others) in seventh-eighth century BC Kazakhstan.23  The notch on the Lochlea 
bit creates an angle of approximately 30 degrees for the little pseudo-cannons, from the 
corners of the horse’s mouth, fixing it in place if there was rein pressure. This kind of “locked” 
angle was also noted by Stead on two bits, one from the Kings Barrow, the other from Lady’s 
Barrow chariot burials of the pre-Roman Iron Age Arras culture of Yorkshire, which date 
between 300-200 BC, although this is where any commonality with the triple-linked bits ends.  

Some degree of differentiation between functionality and ritual/objet d’art is now possible, 
after comparing the Lochlea snaffle with the Birrenswarke and Middlebie bits. While most 
ancient bits have very direct and instantly recognisable comparisons to modern bits, the triple-
link bit of the British Iron Age is a design which did not survive, even into the historical 
period, for very good reasons.  
 

5. Fit-bits: comparison of the Lochlea snaffle with Late Iron Age proto-
Waterford bits 
 
Contrary to MacGregor’s 24 opinion that “the question of discomfort, verging on cruelty, has 
no relevance to a study of Celtic harness,” the issue of bit severity, as any equestrian well 
knows, is vital to a real-life understanding of horse and human interaction. An animal 
controlled by pain is an unpredictable one, unreliable for use in sport or war. Assessing the 
severity of use is an important factor in reconstructing functionality, especially when 
examining bits like those from Middlebie and Birrenswark. Some of these flamboyant bits 
have such tiny mouthpieces that it is highly unlikely that they ever fitted a living, breathing 
horse. Others like the Middlebie bit, may have mouthpiece dimensions which could possibly 
fit a small equid, but the actual design makes them unlikely to have been used – or at least 
one hopes not.  

Function-wise, then, the closest comparison to the northern British Iron Age triple-link 
bit, and the Lochlea snaffle, is either the old-fashioned version of the Dr Bristol racing 
snaffle,25 or the modern Waterford bit, which uses a flexible ball and link mouthpiece with 
short cannons to mould round the horse’s mouth. The principle is to create an even pressure 
and encourage a horse to chew on the links in their mouth, reducing them from leaning or 
pulling.26 As a Waterford restricts a horse from grabbing hold of the bit with their tongue and 
teeth, it means they are unable to lean on the bit as the joints collapse and move around. 
These are strong bits for strong horses. However, the Iron Age triple-link bit (which this 
paper proposes referring to as a proto-Waterford) is not made of balls and links, but rather a 
single, solid bar, a feature shared with the Lochlea specimen. The severity, or lack of, is 
currently untested. 

The elongated central iron loop of the Lochlea snaffle lay flat upon the tongue of the 
horse, not unlike a mullen mouth27 bit. The curved shape of the bit, in theory at least, follows 

 
23 Veronika Horvath, “The Bronze Horse Bit from the Central Burial Chamber of the Kurgan Arzhan-
1,” Vestnik of Saint Petersburg University. History 63 (2018): 1221-1237; also see Fig. 3. Also, see K. A. 
Akishev and A. K. Akishev, “Problema khronologii rannego etapa sakskoi kul’tury,” Arkheologicheskie 
pamiatniki Kazakhstana (1978): 46, 59. 
24  MacGregor, Early Celtic Art in North Britain, 25. 
25 Diana Tuke, Bit by Bit: A guide to equine bits (London: J Allen Publishing, 1965), 40, figs 56 and 57. 
26 Emily Esterson, The Ultimate Book of Horse Bits: What They Are, What They Do, and How They Work (2nd 
Edition) (London: Skyhorse Publishing, 2019). 
27 A mullen mouth bit is a single bar with no joints in the mouthpiece. It relies on transmitted cheek-
ring pressure rather than in the mouth. 
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the contours inside the mouth of the horse, with the notch designed to add vital centimetres 
for fit. However, the alloy cannon joints could easily press on the lips of the equid, which 
would have meant that pressure on the reins could potentially nip the corners of the mouth. 
Much of its position would have relied on rein pressure, as may also have been the case with 
the highly decorated British Iron Age specimens. Nor was the Lochlea snaffle used on a large 
animal, as the functional “locked” mouthpiece measures 12.2 cm, indicating an animal 
measuring between 12 to 13hh (1.2m to 1.32m) at the shoulder, or withers, around the height 
of a modern Eriskay pony.28 Equally it could have been the now-extinct Galloway ponies, as 
Tarbolton is certainly in the right area for that type/breed, which was recognised in the 
1500s29 but whose origins likely date back much earlier. 
 

 
 

Fig. 8. Demonstration of how a triple-link bit like a Waterford works. Note the very small cannons. 

 
As mentioned previously, cannon notches are present on Eurasian bits from the seventh 

and eighth century BC Kazakhstan, although the earliest known British example of a cannon 
notch is on the small double-jointed snaffle from the Lady’s Barrow30 at Arras, Yorkshire.  
Shallow cannon notches are present in the cannons of the Middlebie snaffles,31 although these 
have their own complications, as FA7132 shows evidence of considerable damage, while 

 
28 While everyone knows a small pony with a large bit size, or a breedy Thoroughbred who had to be 
fitted with a tiny sized bit, the general likelihood of sizing, based on the average saddlery shop’s size 
chart is used here/ 
29 Miriam Bibby, “The (Galloway) Horse and His Boy: Le Roman Des Aventures De Fregus and ‘The Best 
Breed in the North’?” in The Horse in Premodern European Culture, ed. Anastasija Ropa and Timothy 
Dawson (Berlin: De Gruyter Medieval Institute Publications, 2020), 235-252. 
30 Ian Stead. Iron Age Cemeteries in East Yorkshire (English Heritage Archaeological Reports 22, 1991), 54. 
31   National Museum of Scotland accession numbers FA70 and FA71. Also see Palk, Iron Age Bridle Bits 
from Britain, 50-51, entries SB6 and 7; MacGregor, Early Celtic Art in North Britain, Vol. 2: Pl.5 
32 Images are available, although lacking detail and purely concentrating on the artistic merits of the bits 
at NMS website https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/collection-search-results/harness-
horse-bridle-bit/132552.  

https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/collection-search-results/harness-horse-bridle-bit/132552
https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/collection-search-results/harness-horse-bridle-bit/132552
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FA7033 is an object which, as seen, could never have been functional, with a tiny mouthpiece 
size of 6 cm. This is also the case with the northern British triple-link snaffle from Rise, near 
Hull, with a mouthpiece of 7.1cm.34 Even if the cheek-rings of these bits were articulated to 
lie flush with the corners of a horse’s mouth, there is no animal which could use such a small 
mouthpiece. As it is possible that these objects were grave goods or votive depositions35 it 
may be considered that these objects were made as symbolic pieces, their meanings lost to 
long forgotten ideologies.  

The other insular La Tène bit from Birrenswark36 could potentially have been a functional 
triple-link, fitting in a similar way to the Lochlea snaffle, except it has no notch to flex the bit 
across the mouth of the horse. It must be noted that if this bit was ever used, it would have 
been very severe. The cheek-rings of a bit must be able to move that they sit flush with the 
cheeks of the horse, to allow rein connection. The cheek-pieces of Birrenswark have no 
mobility, being cast as solid units, as other triple-link bits are, and would have sat at an angle 
with the decorated part partially inside the cheek of the horse, causing considerable pain and 
distress if used.   

The first and second century AD dates of Birrenswark, Middlebie and Rise37 make them 
contemporary with the sophisticated Irish Late Iron Age tack. The Irish Type D and E 
correspond to modern ported snaffles like the Verbindend,38 as they are double-link bits with 
curved cannons. The Irish types also attempted a form of lip guard to prevent nipping, not 
unlike modern “Golden Wing” snaffles.39  

Despite their close geographical proximity, it remains unknown why the Irish types were 
not adopted by neighbouring Scotland, England, or Wales, as out of all the ancient 
mouthpiece variations, they were the least harsh, if used by riders who understood rein 
pressure. It can only be presumed that the styles manufactured in Britain were very 
deliberately made so, perhaps as expressions of regional or group identities, linking the people 
to their own cultural status quo – a declaration in metal that this is how we did things and will 
keep doing so. Ian Hodder has stated that objects are “flows of matter, energy and 
information”40  as manifested nodes in not just the transformation of matter, but also of 
ideologies. Those ideologies, like objects cast in metal, extend past one person’s lifetime, but 
both idea and object, as they become heirlooms, also change nuance of story, and meaning. 
These are ideas important to understanding the Lochlea snaffle’s biography and possible 
chronology. 

 

 
33 This bit is not shown on the NMS site. It is a problematic piece, looking utterly incomplete: 
https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/collection-search-results/harness-horse-bridle-
bit/132551.  
34 MacGregor, Early Celtic Art in North Britain, Vol. 2, Plt 10; also see Fig. 3. 
35  A. Wilson, “Roman and native in Dumfriesshire,” Transactions of the Dumfriesshire and Galloway Natural 
History and Antiquarian Society 77 (2003): 108-111. 
36  MacGregor, Early Celtic Art in North Britain Vol 2, 2 or view on the NMS website at 
https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/collection-search-results/harness-horse-bridle-bit-
snaffle/132510.  
37 Davies and Gwilt, “Material, style and identity in first century AD metalwork, with particular reference 
to the Seven Sisters Hoard,” 163 
38 A good description of the bit is available at https://www.horseandhound.co.uk/products/hh-asks-
neue-schule-verbindend-bit-264764.  
39  A full description and review of the Golden Wing is provided here: www.horseandhound.co.uk/ 
news/new-golden-wings-snaffle-bit-launched-by-stubben-steeltec-303832.  
40 Ian Hodder, Entangled: An archaeology of the relationships between humans and things (London: Wiley, 2012, 
4–5, 8. 

https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/collection-search-results/harness-horse-bridle-bit/132551
https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/collection-search-results/harness-horse-bridle-bit/132551
https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/collection-search-results/harness-horse-bridle-bit-snaffle/132510
https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/collection-search-results/harness-horse-bridle-bit-snaffle/132510
https://www.horseandhound.co.uk/products/hh-asks-neue-schule-verbindend-bit-264764
https://www.horseandhound.co.uk/products/hh-asks-neue-schule-verbindend-bit-264764
https://www.horseandhound.co.uk/news/new-golden-wings-snaffle-bit-launched-by-stubben-steeltec-303832
https://www.horseandhound.co.uk/news/new-golden-wings-snaffle-bit-launched-by-stubben-steeltec-303832
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6. Not so long in the tooth: rethinking the chronology of Lochlea 
 

Munro records that the snaffle was “turned up by two visitors poking with a stick at the south-
east corner of the refuse heap.”41 Most of the artefacts found within the midden were wooden 
objects, such as boat paddles and bowls, which change little over time, although wooden tools 
and utensils are often found in early medieval contexts. Like many Scottish crannógs, Lochlea 
showed evidence of multi-period habitation.42 Roman and Sub-Roman artefacts were found 
during excavation, such as copper alloy fibulae, ring headed pins and possibly a sherd of 
Samian pottery.43   

This is not an uncommon pattern of finds for crannógs: Lagore crannóg in County Meath, 
Ireland, has also produced Roman-period objects such as Samian ware44 despite its 
construction date being after the seventh century AD45 and the fact that Rome never invaded 
Ireland, suggesting an heirloom piece. Deposits from long-term occupation sites seldom 
provide dates of use. Metal objects found in contexts out of their own time may well be scrap, 
waiting to be recycled into new objects, as much metalwork and artisan craftwork occurred 
on crannógs.46 In the case of Lochlea crannóg, it may be as simple as these objects belonging 
to the earlier inhabitants of the first and second centuries AD and being discarded into the 
thick lake mud a long time before the early medieval period. However, anachronistic objects, 
such as Samian pottery, may represent objects passed through generations, with their stories 
becoming intertwined with all subsequent occupants,47 as means of telling stories of family 
origins, journeys and encounters until the stories no longer had listeners, or the stories ceased 
to matter.  

We cannot presume that the people living in the Iron Age crannóg were related to those 
re-inhabiting the site in the sixth century AD. Settlements, however, are often persistent 
places, nodal points in the enculturation of a landscape,48 and much of identity is how we see 
ourselves. Landscapes become imbued with memory and tradition, generating a sense of 
belonging and “home,” because belonging means you understand who, what and why 
traditions exist in the first place. Re-use of Neolithic and Early Bronze Age sites was a feature 

 
41 Munro, Notice of the Excavation of a Crannog at Lochlee, Tarbolton, Ayrshire, 234. 
42 Jon Henderson and Robert Sands, “Irish and Scottish crannogs,” in The Oxford Handbook of Wetland 
Archaeology, ed. Francis Menotti and Aidan O’Sullivan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 278. See 
also Anne Crone, “Forging a chronological framework for Scottish crannogs; the radiocarbon and 
dendrochronological evidence,” in Lake Dwellings after Robert Munro. Proceedings from the Munro International 
Seminar: The Lake Dwellings of Europe 22nd and 23rd October 2010, University of Edinburgh, eds 
Magdalena.Midgely and Jeff Sanders (Leiden: Sidestone Press, 2012), 136-169. Crone discusses how the 
closest parallel crannog to Lochlea, Buiston Loch, had a Roman-period crannog beneath thick lake mud, 
on top of which the early medieval crannog was constructed. If this was the case with Lochlea, then the 
presence of Roman fibulae and pottery is not surprising. 
43 Munro, Notice of the Excavation of a Crannog at Lochlee, Tarbolton, Ayrshire, 231-232; 240. 
44 Hugh O’Neill Hencken, “Lagore Crannog: An Irish royal residence of the 7th to 10th centuries A.D.,” 
PRIA 53C (1950–51): 1–247. See also for comparison the cursory entry by Alexandra Guglielmi “‘My 
kingdom for a pot!’ A reassessment of the Iron Age and Roman material from Lagore crannóg, Co. 
Meath,” in Proceedings of the 17th Iron Age Research Student Symposium, Edinburgh: 29th May - 1st June 2014, 
ed. G. Erskine, P. Jacobssen and P. Millar (Oxford: Archaeopress Publishing, 2016), 12-20. 
45 Richard Warner, “The date of the start of Lagore,” Journal of Irish Archaeology 3 (1985): 75-77. 
46  Aidan O’Sullivan, Finbar McCormick, Thomas Kerr and Laurence Harney, Early medieval Ireland 
AD400-1100: The evidence from archaeological excavations (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, 2014), 84. 
47  Jo Stoner, Cultural Lives of Domestic Objects in Late Antiquity’. Late Antique Archaeology (Supplementary 
Series) 4 (Leiden: Brill, 2019). 9; see also Lyndsey Büster, “Problematic stuff: death, memory and the 
reinterpretation of cached objects,” Antiquity 95 (2021):  973-985.  
48  Steven Mithen, “Mesolithic fireplaces and the enculturation of Early Holocene landscapes in Britain, 
with a case study from western Scotland,” Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society, 85 (2019): 131-159. 



A Little “Bit” of Early Medieval Scotland 

 

133 

of the Late Iron Age in Ireland, perhaps making a statement of long-term identity (or 
perceived self-identity) and entitlement to occupy a territory.49 To some extent this also 
occurred in Britain50 during the early Roman period although there were regions which do 
not appear to have adopted the practice. Broxmouth,51 in East Lothian, for example, seemed 
to dispense with the elite hierarchies of the Late Iron Age which are omnipresent in much of 
Britain and Ireland, and instead, favoured a simpler means of self-governance, perhaps 
indicating that they were fully confident in their own landscape, with nothing to prove 
regarding ascendancy or power. It is not known how widespread this worldview may have 
been across the Scottish Lowlands, or for how long it persisted. 

Crannógs, however, are often considered to be places of refuge for elites,52 but Lochlea 
is a more earthy site, with wood and antler the prevalent materials, and artefacts more 
reminiscent of a working farmhouse than a royal residence. The wooden pegs and mallets 
found at Lochlea have parallels with other Scottish crannógs53  but  most importantly, the 
similarities between the palisades and walkways of Buiston and Lochlea crannógs suggests 
that both sites may have been built by the same group of people, around the same time.54 
While there is evidence for earlier habitation at both Buiston and Lochlea, dates produced by 
radiocarbon dating and dendrochronology place many of Buiston’s features in the sixth 
century AD.55  Oakley’s unpublished doctoral thesis,56 which examined artefacts found within 
Scottish crannógs, also documented strong material commonalities between the two sites. It 
is safe to assume there is indeed an active sixth century AD habitation phase at Lochlea. 

The cultural exchanges, whatever way they played out, between the north of Ireland Dál 
Riata and the Scottish peoples during the fifth century AD resulted in shared social nuances, 
as well as increased commonalities between Irish and Scottish crannógs.57 One of the wooden 
objects in Lochlea is an unusual wooden plaque58 carved with a design reminiscent of insular 
La Tène art styles.  It is as if someone had seen or been told of ancient patterns and attempted 
to reproduce it to the best of their somewhat limited abilities. The triskele of tadpoles or eels 
swimming within a circle has a naïf, homespun charm, far removed from the mathematical 
precision of La Tène-derivative patterns.59 

 
49  Ian Armit, “Social landscapes and identities in the Irish Iron Age,” in The Late Iron Age in Britain and 
Beyond, ed. Colin Haselgrove and Tom Moore (Oxford: Oxbow Publications, 2007), 130–139 
50 Ronald Hutton, “Romano-British re-use of prehistoric ritual sites,” Britannia. 42 (2011): 1-22. 
51 Ian Armit. “Hierarchy to anarchy and back again: Social transformations from the Late Bronze Age 
to the Roman Iron Age in Lowland Scotland,” in Alternative Iron Ages ed. Brais X. Currás and Inés Sastre 
(London: Routledge, 2019), 195-217. 
52 Brown et al., “Ancient DNA, lipid biomarkers and palaeoecological evidence reveals construction 
and life on early medieval lake settlements,” Scientific reports 11 (2021): 1-13. 
53 Crone, The history of a Scottish Lowland Crannog: excavations at Buiston, Ayrshire, 121-122; Anne Crone and 
Ewan Campbell, A crannog of the 1st millennium AD; excavations by Jack Scott at Loch Glashan, Argyll, 1960 
(Edinburgh: Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, 2005), 39. 
54 Crone, The history of a Scottish Lowland Crannog: excavations at Buiston, Ayrshire, 162.  
55 Crone, The history of a Scottish Lowland Crannog: excavations at Buiston, Ayrshire, 161. 
56 G. Oakley, “Scottish crannógs” (Unpublished MPhil dissertation. University of Newcastle-upon-
Tyne, 1973). 
57 Ewan Campbell, “Were the Scots Irish?” Antiquity 75(288) (2001): 287. 
58 Munro, Notice of the Excavation of a Crannog at Lochlee, Tarbolton, Ayrshire, 237, Fig. 108. 
59  Jody Joy, “Variations on a theme? Examining the repetition of patterns on British Iron Age Art,” in 
Barbaric Splendour: The Use of Image Before and After Rome, ed. T. Martin and Wendy Morrison (Oxford: 
Archaeopress Publishing, 2020), 34-47. Also worth examining the evidence presented by Helen 
Chittock, “Pattern and plainness in middle Iron Age East Yorkshire,” in The Arras Culture of Eastern 
Yorkshire–Celebrating the Iron Age: Proceedings of “Arras 200–celebrating the Iron Age.” Royal Archaeological 
Institute Annual Conference (Oxford: Oxbow Publishing 2019), 123-133. 
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The charming but clumsy carving may well be a status displays from the early medieval 
period, once mounted on doorway or bedstead, as a fragmentary ninth century AD Irish legal 
text, IE-TCD-MSS 1337 (H.3.18) held by Trinity College, Dublin, describes how the interior 
decoration of dwellings was connected to the social status of the inhabitant.60 We learn that 
the comfortably off aire desa were entitled to have outdoor wooden seating with decorated 
posts, as well as “variegated decorated woodwork on his doorpost and its surfaces, and a 
variety of ornament on the bed that is the best in the house.”61 

These crannóg dwellers of southern Scotland lived on political and cultural cross-roads, 
with regular incursions of Bernician Angles pushing northwards from Northumberland 
during the late sixth century AD.62 Lochlea crannóg was probably restructured and revamped 
at this time, like other crannóg sites63 perhaps as a response to hostilities from the 
expansionist Bernician presence, or as a general defensive and precautionary action.   

However, the intensification of crannóg settlements in Scotland (and possibly Ireland), 
may also owe something to a series of climate events, which commenced in AD 536.64 Prof. 
Mike Baillie of Queen’s University Belfast found abnormally diminished growth of Irish oaks 
between AD 536 and 542, at least partially due to a series of volcanic eruptions spewing dust 
into the atmosphere.65 The sudden and severe climate deterioration led to crop failures and 
was followed by plague epidemics in the following fifteen years.66 Under such fearful 
circumstances, it is very likely that some people chose to retreat with whatever resources they 
could maintain to defensible dwellings, such as crannógs. 

Whether it was clashes of cultures and/or climate downturn, or a domino effect of 
multiple events, such social stresses often result in the creation of objects, known as boundary 
objects.67 These objects contain sufficiently familiar aspects of each social sphere to allow 
communication between them, although they often retain different meanings to each group. 
Objects, be they decorative or functional, manifest the themes of what the makers and their 
society want to keep, and what they are prepared to adopt from other cultures. 

 
60 Catherine Karkov, “The decoration of early wooden architecture in Ireland and Northumbria,” in 
Studies in Insular Art and Archaeology, ed. Catherine Karkov and R. Farrell (Miami: American Early 
Medieval Studies 1, 1991), 29; Crone, The history of a Scottish Lowland Crannog: excavations at Buiston, Ayrshire, 
109. 
61 Karkov, “The decoration of early wooden architecture in Ireland and Northumbria,” 29. 
62 F. H. Clark, “Thinking about western Northumbria,” in Medieval Northumbria: Kingdoms and Communities, 
AD 450–1100, ed. David Petts and S. Turner (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011), 121; also J. Barrow, “Oswald 
and the Strong Man Armed,” in The Land of the English Kin: Studies in Wessex and Anglo-Saxon England in 
Honour of Professor Barbara Yorke, ed. A. J. Langlands and R. Lavelle (Leiden: Brill, 2020), 183-196. 
63 Jane Barber and Anne Crone, “Crannogs; a diminishing resource? A survey of the crannogs of 
southwest Scotland and excavations at Buiston Crannog,” Antiquity 67 (1993): 520-533. 
64 Michael Baillie, “Dendrochronology raises questions about the nature of the AD 536 dust-veil event,” 
The Holocene 4.2 (1994): 212-217.   
65  Michael Baillie and John McAneney, “Tree ring effects and ice core acidities clarify the volcanic 
record of the first millennium,” Climate of the Past 11.1 (2015): 105-114. 
66 Timothy Newfield, “The climate downturn of 536–50,” in The Palgrave Handbook of Climate History, ed. 
S. White, C. Pfister and F. Mauelshagen (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 447-493.  
67 The themes of boundary objects are explored in many sociology papers, dealing with situations and 
events where cultures merge, collide and enmesh with each other, yet still hold their own identities, 
adding to them rather than detracting. Essential reading includes Susan Leigh Star, “This is not a 
boundary object: Reflections on the origin of a concept,” Science, Technology and Human Values 35.5 (2010): 
601-617; Nick Fox, “Boundary objects, social meanings and the success of new technologies,” Sociology 
45. 1 (2011): 70-85; Sanne Akkerman and Arthur Bakker, “Boundary crossing and boundary objects,” 
Review of Educational Research 81. 2 (2011): 132-169. 
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The Irish Late Iron Age bridle assemblages of the first and second centuries AD are good 
examples of changing identities manifesting as material objects along frontiers. These Irish 
snaffles incorporate Roman apotropaic symbols into their morphology,68 yet they also are 
recognisably Irish La Tène-derivative, with the typical sinuous patterns seen on metalwork in 
Ireland and Britain. The objects were still snaffles and would be used the same way by a 
Roman-influenced Briton or a member of the Irish elite, yet the symbols cast into the metal 
would have meant different things to each, yet also shared meanings of protection.  

 

6. Out of time and place: hybridisation and harness 
 

The Lochlea snaffle is made up of quite a mixture of influences – a Roman-style iron 
mouthpiece, northern British Iron Age style, with winged copper alloy cheek-pieces unlike 
anything else in the archaeological record of Britain or Ireland. It is found in a crannog, which 
was inhabited at a time when tack styles had moved on from the ornate Iron Age styles. The 
question is, why is the Lochlea snaffle the way it is? Why does it incorporate such a mixture 
of influences, which make up a unique whole?  

The Saxons, an extremely horse-orientated culture, chose to use single joint iron snaffles.69 
While the iron mouthpiece and cheek-rings of the Lochlea specimen would be economical to 
make, repair and replace, an iron single-joint snaffle was equally easy to manufacture. The 
horse burials of the sixth and seventh centuries AD at Saxon sites such as Eriswell, Saltwood 
and Kirton-in-Lindsey, and further north at Howick and Yeavering, Northumberland70 all 
contain basic “nutcracker” single-joint iron mouthpieces, although they also have full cheek 
fittings to connect to reins.71 Blackwell72 has referred to the fan-shape of the Saxon cheek 
fittings as “axe-blades.” The distinctive axe decoration is of a similar morphology to the 
copper alloy sleeves of the Lochlea snaffle, although they are much larger, and obviously 
made to be seen (Figure 9), although they too have nuances across Europe, showing the 
impressions of other equestrian influences. It could well be argued that the fifth-century AD 
fan shaped cheek-pieces of the Aleika 373 burials of the east Baltic region, were an influence 
on the shape and style of Saxon lorinery. While the Dollkeim-Kovrovo culture of the fifth 
century had their own ideas on tack, one piece from Aleika-374 also looks remarkably like an 
Irish style snaffle from some two or three hundred years earlier. Ideas and solutions are 
mobile across time and distance; a modern tack shop is full of bits with a dizzying array of 
combinations, as people often learn from others what worked for their animals. 

Homi Bhabha may have defined cultural hybridisation as a materiality of the suppressed, 
but Pieterse referred to the melting pot of ideas as the “rhizome of cultures,”75  dispelling 

 
68 Maguire, “Livin’ on the Edge,” 244. 
69 Chris Fern, “Early Anglo-Saxon horse burial of the fifth to seventh centuries AD,” in Anglo-Saxon 
Studies in Archaeology and History, ed. H. Williams and S. Semple (2007), 14. 
70 Chris Fern, “The archaeological evidence for equestrianism in early Anglo-Saxon England, c. 450-
700,” Anglo-Saxon England AD 450-700 100 (2005): 47 
71 Fern, “The archaeological evidence for equestrianism in early Anglo-Saxon England,” 55, Figs 5:10 
and 5:11. 
72 Alice Blackwell, “A reassessment of the Anglo-Saxon artefacts from Scotland: material interactions 
and identities in Early Medieval northern Britain” (University of Glasgow, Unpublished PhD 
dissertation), 199. 
73 Konstantin Skvortsov, “Burials of Riders and Horses Dated to the Roman Iron Age and Great 
Migration Period in Aleika-3,” 130-147. 
74 Skvortsov, “Burials of Riders and Horses Dated to the Roman Iron Age and Great Migration Period 
in Aleika-3,” Fig 12 image 1. 
75 Jan Nederveen Pieterse, Globalization and Culture: global mélange (Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, 2004), 
compared to Homi Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994). 
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archaic notions of cultural purity. Languages, as an example, are all hybrids, formed from 
transcultural entanglements over long periods of time, while trade, colonisation, migration 
and intermarriage all produce material hybridisation as well. Cultures change each other, creating 
a pinball machine effect of ideas and technologies bouncing off each other, especially with 
regular contact. It is not all the influence of the conquering culture, and technology is fluid 
enough to be adopted by anyone thinking it a good idea. The Scandinavian homelands of the 
Saxon peoples is not so far from Scotland, and communications existed before hostilities or 
land-grabs.76 It could be argued that the Saxon “axe blade” shape was possibly derived from 
the designs on the northern British first century AD bits, re-imagined through minimalism, 
representing only the shape which catches the eye rather than the cast patterns and adding a 
full cheek feature for emphasis of control. 

If we place the Lochlea snaffle in the sixth century AD, in south-west Scotland, during 
turbulent events, we see entanglement of people, things – and landscape – in action. The 
crannóg dwellers may have lived at a turbulent period, but they still operated in a practical 
world, where their horses had to be broken in, groomed, trained, harnessed and cared for 
within a physical landscape regardless of the socio-political one. If a piece of equipment 
looked like a good idea for enhancing equitation (or just looked fashionable), it is likely to 
have been experimented with and used if successful. 

 

 
 

Fig. 9. A typical Saxon snaffle cheek-pieces and single-joint bit, from Eriswell, England.  
Note the large “axe head” cheek-pieces. After Fern, “The archaeological evidence  

for equestrianism in early Anglo-Saxon England.” 

 
The re-interpretation of a Late Iron Age/Roman period mouthpiece design may indicate 

that maintaining such styles held a traditional meaning, be it about region, identity, affiliation, 
or status, while the subtle, stubby little copper alloy cannons may well have been influenced 
by Bernician equestrian equipment. A certain amount of pragmatic economy is suggested in 
its manufacture of the copper alloy components. They are not large and solid like the Saxon 
“axe-blade” cheek pieces, they are much smaller, obviously using less metal, and they sit 
horizontally rather than vertically, again, a feature unlike any lorinery example in Britain or 

 
76 Hein Bjerck, “Colonizing the so-called margins. The development of marine relations and the 
colonization of coastal northwest Europe,” The Irish Naturalists' Journal 29 (2008): 35-44. Cf. Carole 
Hough, “Celts in Scandinavian Scotland and Anglo-Saxon England,” Language contact and development 
around the North Sea 321 (2012): 3. 
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Ireland, although a parallel was recently auctioned from a private owner,77 with the claim it 
may have been Frankish, Alemannic or Merovingian. As no context was detailed, all that can 
be stated is that it likely originated in Europe. 

The Lochlea snaffle is an object from a frontier of time and cultures. Through its details 
we see a strong, hard to control equid, and humans making objects with an eye to 
modernisation, but not yet willing to totally give up how people traditionally made equipment 
in the past. In some ways we can see this with the charming wooden plaque from Lochlea as 
well, with its awkward homage to Late Iron Age designs.  Analysing the biography of the 
snaffle through a practical equestrian prism demonstrates how a rigorous observation of tack 
can start to address gaps in knowledge of both people and horses. Not only do we obtain a 
snapshot of the lives of people along the Scottish borders, but the cannon notches finally 
explain how the extravagantly ornate first-century triple-link bits of northern Britain and 
Scotland would have fitted. This knowledge provides a template of functionality which can 
be used to ascertain which of these later prehistoric pieces could have been used for equestrian 
activity, and which could not, a step forward in equine archaeological thought.  

The suggested sixth century AD chronology for the snaffle shows a group of people, 
keeping some degree of technological continuity in lorinery manufacture, yet also remaining 
open to new styles of equestrian equipment being introduced to their region. As this research 
project progresses, it is hoped further information may start to clarify these connections and 
how they relate to Scotland’s equestrian past. 
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