
Ar chae ol o gists have lo cated one of the most im por tant build ings in the his tory of Western Euro- 
pean Chris tian ity – but it’s not a vast cathe dral or an im pres sive tomb, but merely a hum ble wat tle
and daub hut on a re mote windswept is land.

Us ing ra dio car bon dat ing tech niques and other ev i dence, the schol ars – from the Univer sity of
Glas gow – be lieve they have demon strated that the tiny five-me tre square build ing was al most cer- 
tainly the day time home of early me dieval Scot land’s most im por tant saint, St Columba.

Lo cated on the is land of Iona, off the west coast of Scot land, the un pre pos sess ing hut was prob a- 
bly the first ad min is tra tive hub of the monas tic community he founded – and whose monks, over suc- 
ceed ing cen turies, went on to es tab lish sim i lar monas ter ies in main land Scot land, in north-east Eng- 
land, in Bel gium, in

France and in Switzer land.
Dur ing much of the Dark Ages, Iona was of crit i cal im por tance in spread ing knowl edge, literacy,

philo soph i cal ideas and artis tic skills through out large ar eas of western Europe. It was prob a bly at
Iona that the world’s most fa mous early il lu mi nated man u script, the Book of Kells, was pro duced –
and it was from here that the epi cen tre of early north ern English Chris tian ity, the monastery of Lind- 
is farne was founded.

The story of the dis cov ery of St Columba’s hut is a long but sig nif i cant one. For cen turies, lo cal
Gaelic folk tra di tion seems to have held that a nat u ral grass-cov ered rock out crop (known as the Tòrr
an Aba) was specif i cally associated with an im por tant ab bot. What’s more that rocky knoll fit ted a late
7th cen tury ac count de scrib ing the lo ca tion of St Columba’s hut.
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Then in the 1950s, a Bri tish ar chae ol o gist called Charles Thomas ex ca vated the out crop and found
the burned re mains of a wat tle and daub hut un der a layer of earth and peb bles. He was con vinced
that it was Iona’s great found ing ab bot, Columba’s writ ing cell.

But most schol ars did not be lieve him. It was felt that the ev i dence was not strong enough and
that the hut prob a bly dated from many cen turies af ter St Columba’s time. In 1957, when Thomas
found the hut’s burned wood re mains, ra dio car bon dat ing had only just been de vel oped the pre vi ous
year and was in its in fancy and very ex pen sive.

The cru cial char coal was there fore not dated and re mained for the next 55 years in a se ries of
match boxes, first in a suc ces sion of store rooms and fi nally in his garage – but in 2012, he do nated
them to His toric Scot land (now His toric En vi ron ment Scot land).

Then ear lier this year two Glas gow Univer sity ar chae ol o gists – Dr Adrián Mal don ado and Dr
Ewan Camp bell – ar ranged to have them ra dio car bon dated at the Scot tish Uni ver si ties En vi ron men- 
tal Re search Cen tre .

The re sults were ex tra or di nary. They demon strated that the hut was not a later struc ture – but did
in deed date, in line with Thomas’ the ory, to some where be tween 540 and 650 AD. St Columba was
Ab bot of Iona from the date of the monastery’s foun da tion (563 AD) till his death (597 AD).

Ad di tional new ev i dence shows that, at some stage af ter his death, a mon u ment (a large cross)
was erected on the site of the hut, pre sum ably to com mem o rate the life and work of the monastery’s
fa mous first ab bot. What’s more, new ra dio car bon in ves ti ga tions by the two Glas gow ar chae ol o gists
are re veal ing that, po ten tially at around the time that mon u ment was built, the Iona monks cre ated
what may well be Bri tain’s very ear li est pil grims road, pre-dat ing the fa mous pil grims route to
Thomas Becket’s tomb in Can ter bury (made fa mous by Chaucer’s Can ter bury Tales) by up to four
cen turies.

The ar chae ol o gists are cur rently in ves ti gat ing the pos si bil ity that Iona’s pil grim age route (known
for cen turies as the Street of the Dead) may have been loosely based on Jerusalem’s Via Dolorosa (the
Street of Pain) along which Je sus is said to have walked to his cru ci fix ion.

Sig nif i cantly, around a cen tury af ter Columba’s death, his bi og ra pher (a monk at Iona called
Adom nan) also wrote an ac count and de scrip tion of the Chris tian holy places and pil grim age des ti na- 
tions of Jerusalem – so we know that Iona’s monks would have been well aware of the con cept of pil- 
grim age.

It’s thought that Iona’s pos si ble ver sion of that Jerusalem pro to type was even tu ally up to 600 me- 
tres long and, by the ninth cen tury, may have started at the is land’s Bay of the Mar tyrs (po ten tially,
the site of a ter ri ble mas sacre of Iona’s monks, car ried out by the Vik ings in 806) and ended at the
tomb of St Columba (where the cur rent abbey is lo cated). Along the route, pil grims would have
passed through a grave yard of monks (pos si bly in clud ing those monks who were mar tyred by the Vik- 
ings) – and by the side of a chapel ded i cated to a par tic u lar col league of St Columba who, ac cord ing
to leg end, was buried alive by his more

nor mally saintly ab bot!
This seem ingly un for tu nate monk, St Oran – is said to have self lessly vol un teered to be buried

alive by St Columba as a foun da tion sac ri fice to en sure suc cess in build ing an im por tant chapel
within the monas tic com plex. The story seems im prob a ble, as hu man sac ri fice would have been
anath ema to pi ous Chris tians like Columba.



How ever, it is con ceiv able that the story was in her ited from a pre-Chris tian phase of Iona’s story.
Some ev i dence from around the monas tic com plex hints at the pos si bil ity that it may pre vi ously have
been a high sta tus or even royal pa gan re li gious site – where such hu man sac ri fices might well have
been car ried out.

Fi nally, just be fore the pil grims would have ar rived at St Columba’s tomb, they would have passed
three large sculpted stone crosses (each only around 5 me tres from the next), com mem o rat ing the
lives of St Martin, St Matthew and St John.

Com ment ing on the hut date find ings, Glas gow Univer sity ar chae ol o gist, Dr Adrián Mal don ado,
said: “This dis cov ery is mas sive. St Columba is a key fig ure in Western Chris ten dom. We were
granted ac cess to the orig i nal finds from Charles Thomas, and we could work on his notes and char- 
coal sam ples which were ex ca vated in 1957. Luck ily Thomas kept hold of them, as he knew they were
im por tant, and be cause they were kept dry, they were still in a good con di tion.

“Thomas al ways be lieved he and his team had un cov ered Columba’s orig i nal wooden hut, but they
could never prove it be cause the tech nol ogy wasn’t there. Ra dio car bon dat ing was in its in fancy, it
had only been dis cov ered a year ear lier in 1956, so there was not a lot they could do with the sam ples.
So for us, 60 years later, to be able to send the orig i nal sam ples off to the ra dio car bon dat ing labs and
have them come back show ing, within the mar gin of er ror, as some thing which may have been built
in the life time of St Columba, is very ex cit ing.

“This is as close as any ar chae ol o gist has come to ex ca vat ing a struc ture built dur ing the time of St
Columba, and it is a great vin di ca tion of the ar chae o log i cal in stincts of Thomas and his team. It is a
re mark able les son in the value of cu rat ing ex ca va tion archives for as long as it takes, to make sure the
ma te rial is ready for the next wave of tech nol ogy.”

The re search project has been car ried out by the Univer sity of Glas gow, sup ported by His toric En- 
vi ron ment Scot land and the Na tional Trust for Scot land.

Pro fes sor Thomas Clancy, Celtic and Gaelic his to rian at the Univer sity of Glas gow, said: “The re- 
sults of the ra dio car bon dat ing are noth ing short of ex hil a rat ing. The re mains on top of Tòrr an Aba
had been dis missed as from a much later date. Now we know they be longed to a struc ture which
stood there in Columba’s life time. More than that, the dates, and our new un der stand ing of the turn- 
ing of the site into a mon u ment not long af ter its use, makes it pretty clear that this was St Columba’s
day or writ ing house. From here, he over saw the day-to-day ac tiv i ties of his monastery”.

The an nounce ment of the dis cov ery fol lows the re cent un earthing of early me dieval re mains at an- 
other key monas tic site – Lind is farne, off the coast of Northum ber land.


