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ARCHAEOLOGY FOR SCHOOLS 

TRADITIONAL SKILLS

1

Experimental archaeology considers people’s lifestyles in the past, and tests the methods used to 
create that lifestyle.  By trying the methods ourselves, we learn how people managed their way of 
life - it also helps us appreciate the level of skills required.  Experimental projects vary from the very 
complex to the simple – from, for instance, re-creating a crannog in Loch Tay to testing how grain 
was ground into flour. 

Before industrialisation, people were more self sufficient, and local communities produced all, or 
almost all, of their everyday needs.  Most building materials came from the natural environment 
(for instance, in earlier times, heather for roofs and turf for walls, and later, slates for roofs and stone 
for walls).  In country districts, even after industrialisation (when mass-produced items from Britain 
and other countries were readily available in towns), people tended to grow and process their own 
food; farmers also produced food for local consumption. Food was available seasonally.  

Children learnt traditional skills from their parents.  Nowadays, most of us buy everything 
readymade and have lost the knowledge of these skills.  

Here are some ideas, with instructions, for making clay pots and making twine (household 
items, using natural materials); making holes using a bow drill and grinding grain using a saddle 
quern (simple technology, using natural materials); spinning & weaving (using animals or plants 
to provide materials for clothing and household use).   All these activities have been tested by 
children at NTS properties  - in particular, at Culzean Castle & Country Park.

ANY AGE
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CLAY  POTS  
Pottery is found all over the world and has been used since the Neolithic period in Britain  
(c.4000 BC).  It tends to survive when other evidence (about people’s lives) has rotted away and is 
often found during excavations.  It is very useful since it can help archaeologists date the site.   
It also provides information about lifestyle (what the pottery was used for, whether it was produced 
locally and cheaply or imported from elsewhere, etc.)  

People used to make their own pots (in some parts of the world they still do), digging the clay from 
the ground and storing it ready for use.  Straw or ashes might be added.  Ordinary clay needs to 
be heated to become strong; families would use a bonfire or a pit fire for this.   Simple kilns were 
introduced about 6,000 years ago (in open fires) – built kilns appeared about 2,000 years ago.

There are several ways to make a pot including the pinch method, coil method and using a potters’ 
wheel.  Once a pot has been shaped, and before the clay hardens, it was often decorated.  Pots can 
be painted or glazed, or imprinted with designs.  

Make a Clay Pot 

You need:

• Ball of clay for each pupil 

• Things to use to decorate the pots e.g. hairgrip, used match, small blunt palette knife, 3D stamps 

• You can buy self-hardening clay, and possibly stamps, from craft shops and educational suppliers.   
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Pot making
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Pinch Pot:

•  Take a ball of clay. 

•  Push your thumb into the centre.

•  Pinch the walls up

•  You can shape the top of the pot so that it has a rim, if you want

•  Pat the bottom on a flat surface to create a flat part on the bottom of the bowl

Coil Pot:

•  Take your ball of clay and tear off one piece

•  Roll this between your hands or on a table to make a thin sausage shape. 

•  It should be a little thicker than a pencil – now you have your first coil

•  Repeat these three stages to make more coils.

•  Place the coils on top of one another to make a pot.

•  Smooth the inside of your pot with your fingers.

Decoration:

•  Use anything you like to decorate your pots.  You could let them dry out and paint them –  
 or while the clay is still soft, imprint simple designs into the clay, such as small diagonals along  
 the rim, crosses around the bottom edge, etc.   
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Pinch (or thumb) pot Coil pot
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MAKING TWINE  (USING NETTLES)
Instructions provided by Fiona Houston

Twine has been made from various plants for hundreds  
of years by people all over the world.

You need:
•  Nettles 
•  Gardening gloves (to collect nettles)
•  Scissors  (to collect nettles)

•  Beads– to make bracelets (optional)

To avoid getting stung:

The white hairs on the stalks and leaves of nettles contain an irritant that causes the stinging sensation.   
Pick the nettles using thick gardening gloves. Take each nettle and run your gloved hand along the stalk, 
crushing the hairs and pulling off all the leaves.   Cut off both ends with scissors.  

Once the white hairs have been crushed, the nettles will not sting you.  (N.B. You can also pick a 
nettle without being stung, as long as you are rough with it!  Grasp it very firmly with your hand so 
you crush the hairs…)

To make twine:
1.  Pick the nettles the night before - select fresh ones with thick stems
2.  Remove the leaves.  Leave the stalks overnight to dry out a little.
3.  Make sure you have crushed all the white hairs on the stalks.
4.  Take a nettle stalk
5.  Drop it on the ground and stamp along the length of it (or open up the stalk using your nails)
6.  Strip the hard pith out, leaving the stringy green outer part of the stalk
7.  Divide the stringy outer part into two lengths
8.  Try and leave the top part of the stalk intact but, if not, tie the two lengths together at the top 
9.  Now either plait the two lengths – one over the other – or roll them together 
10.   When you get to the end, tie a knot
11.   Or you can plait in more lengths to make a longer piece of twine 
12.   Allow the twine to dry out – the longer it is left, the stronger it should be - though some   
  nettles make stronger twine than others.

To make a bracelet or decoration:

You can use the twine to make bracelets.  This is dependent on each piece being robust and long 
enough.  You need to let the twine dry out for a short while then add assorted beads and tie the twine 
around the child’s wrist.  If the twine isn’t suitable for bracelets, make decorations – add what you like.
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Making twine at Culzean Country park
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MAKING HOLES (WITH A BOW DRILL)  
As demonstrated by Mary and Patrick Cave Brown

You can make your own equipment or may be able to hire it from an archaeology unit that has an 
education department.  e.g. Council for Scottish Archaeology.

Bow drills have been used for many hundreds of years, for making fire and also for making holes.  
Holes can be bored through wood and even stone.  The holes were required so that string could 
be threaded through to make e.g. loom weights, fishing weights.   People could also make simple 
jewellery this way.

You need:

•  A bow (piece of branch, strong twine – see photo) 

•  A spindle (piece of flint or quartz – see photo)

•  A flat thin piece of wood (e.g. plywood) per child  

•  One shell, such as limpet shell  (or thick piece of leather)

•  Thin strips of leather or lengths of wool - to have necklaces (optional)

What to do:

To make the bow: the bow should be made of a piece of strong wood (such as an ash twig), slightly 
angled, about 3cm in diameter and about 40cms long. Cut the string about 50cms in length.  Cut 
a notch at each end of the bow, about 2 cms from the end. Attach the ends of the string round the 
notches of the bow.  To make the spindle:  you need a strong straight piece of wood (such as hazel, 
ash or elder) about 30cms long.  Cut a notch into one end of the spindle and insert and glue a drill 
bit  (a piece of sharp flint or quartz).  

To make holes:

1.  Wind the bow string around the spindle.

2.  Place the drill bit (with the spindle) on a flat piece of wood.

3.  Put the shell over the other end of the spindle (to stop your hand burning)

4.  Hold the spindle in place, using a cupped hand

5.  Draw the bow backwards and forwards, with the other hand, so that the spindle rotates rapidly

6.  Keep doing this until a hole is made.
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To make a necklace:

Ensure you give your pupils safety instructions regarding wearing something around the neck.   
Rather than leather, you could use something that breaks more easily such as a thread of real wool 
(not a synthetic mix).

Cut the wood into small shapes – can be squares.   Each pupil can make a hole in the centre of their 
wooden piece, using the bow drill.  The pupils can also draw patterns on their own piece of wood 
(amulet).  Thread a thin piece of leather or a length of wool through the hole of the amulet. 
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Using a bow drill (this one is a bit more complex 
than the one in our instructions)

Using a saddle quern at Ben Lomond  
(this stone was taken from a stream and scrubbed clean)
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GRINDING GRAIN
Two sorts of querns were used for grinding grain – a saddle and a rotary quern.  In Scotland the 
saddle quern was used from the Neolithic period (c.4000 BC) until around 300BC when the rotary 
quern was introduced from the continent.  Generally querns were made from granular hard stones. 
Bits of stone eaten with the ground grain often damaged people’s teeth.  

In the medieval period, in most parts of Scotland, rotary querns were replaced by large  
millstones powered by water.  However, in many rural areas, small hand querns were still in use  
in the 19th century.  

Grinding grain using a saddle quern:

1. A saddle quern is easy to obtain and use – simply find a large stone with a dip in the centre.  

2. Choose another stone, with a flattish side, that can be held in two hands.   

3. Put some grain into the dip of the large stone and use the smaller stone to grind it into flour

4. You can use porridge oats – these are easier to grind and still demonstrate how a quern works. 

Making food:

Of course, you would not use these ground oats for cooking – but you could use new oats for 
porridge or oatcakes.  Books on traditional Scottish cooking list many ways that oats have been 
used, and include some simple recipes.  Particularly for the poor, oats were an important and 
nutritious part of the diet.  Recipes include porridge, crowdie, oatcakes and oat bannocks. In Robert 
Burns’ day, breakfast was also called crowdie-time.   

Two methods of grinding grain:
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Saddle quern

Rotary quern
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SPINNING AND WEAVING
Spinning is the process by which fibres, such as wool or flax, are drawn out and twisted together to 
produce a thread.    

The first evidence of wool in Northern Europe was in the Bronze Age (c2,500 BC).  Flax (the fibres 
of the plant are woven to make linen) has been used for about 10,000 years and cotton for about 
4,000 years.  Spindles, for spinning fibres, were in North Europe in the 1300s.  Early spindles were 
made from a stick with a flat disc (the whorl) attached to it for the weight.   The whorl could be 
a stone or made of wood, and later, metal.   A spinning wheel, at first operated by hand but later 
using a foot treadle, produced the yarn much faster than a spindle.  Though they were around for 
many years, they were expensive so did not become commonly used until the 1700s.  

For hundreds of years, spinning was done by hand, and materials produced on handlooms within the 
home for bedding and clothing. Spinning was performed by women, and weaving mainly by men.   
The women spun when there was a spare moment; they often used a distaff (a forked stick), around 
which the combed fibres could be gathered - this was tucked under the arm or into a belt and allowed 
them to move about whilst spinning.  In the 1700s, the process of spinning and weaving started to 
become mechanised – but, even today, hand spinning and weaving is still practised.  

Carding, Spinning & Weaving

You need:

•  Carders (optional)
•  Drop spindles (optional)  
 (these can be bought at some craft or educational  
 suppliers – they should have instructions with them)

•  Wool 
 (you can buy ready washed wool; and sometimes  
 naturally dyed wool)

•  Postcards, paper, scissors, crayons or felt tips

Carding:

The process of carding is quite easy and rather satisfying.   
(If using carders take care that pupils do not jag their  
fingers on the metal combs.)  You could use, instead, 
a strong hair comb (with widely spaced teeth) to comb  
out the wool.

Spinning:

It is good to have at least one drop spindle for the  
pupils to try.  (You can make your own using, for instance,  
knitting needles and plasticine – but it is a good idea to buy a spindle to check out the design and 
weight.)  However, the children can learn the process of spinning without a spindle.  

You must ensure that the wool if very clean. Some people are allergic to lanolin (in wool) but this 
can be avoided by using plastic gloves.  
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Using a drop spindle
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Your pupils can learn the process of spinning wool as follows

(Instructions provided by Janet Renouf Miller)

1.  Put the pupils into pairs and give each pair a lump of clean wool.

2.  They should gently tease out the wool so that they have some strands (fibres).

3.  They then gradually back away from each other, gently pulling and twisting their strands of wool  
 as they do so 

4.  As they twist the threads, the original lump of wool stretches into one long yarn.

5.  Let them see how long they can make their twisted yarn. 

6.  Now one of the pupils, holding their end of yarn, walks to the other pupil

7.  Put the two ends of the yarn together - so that it twists again, becoming thicker.

8.  The pair can take another lump of wool and repeat the process, so that each pupil has a  
 length of yarn. 

9.  By twisting the threads of wool, the pupils have used the same process as spinning with a   
 spindle (and it is how the spinning machines work in factories).

Weaving:

Small looms can be bought from craft shops and educational suppliers.  You can make simple 
looms in various ways (e.g. a flat piece of wood with nails attached along two sides of the wood).  
There are books on the market which provide many ideas.

However, the process of weaving can be demonstrated very simply.  Try paper weaving, using a plain 
postcard and an A4 sheet of paper per pupil, plus scissors and crayons.  These are the basic instructions –  
your pupils can try lots of variations, of course (width of weft and warp, materials used).   

9

The distaff - and carding wool Setting up a loom
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Weave a paper table mat:

1.  Measure and draw a 2cm border around the postcard

2.  Along the 2 longest sides of the postcard, cut along the marked borders (making sure you still  
 keep a 2cm border around the whole postcard)

3.  Now cut 4 more lines parallel to, and in between, the two you’ve just cut – make the lines as  
 evenly spaced as possible – you now have 6 cut lines

4.  Hold the postcard in the ‘portrait’ position (shortest side at the top) The cut lines are the warp.

5.  Cut 2cm strips of paper – it does not have to be exact but all the strips should be approximately  
 the same width

6.  Now weave a strip of paper in and out of the postcard

7.  Weave the next strip of paper in and out of the postcard, but with opposite movements to the first 

8.  Repeat the last two actions  

9.  This is the weft

10.  You should be able to weave 5 or 6 strips of paper

11.  Pupils can cut off the extra bits of paper that overlap the card and maybe stick the paper down  
 around the edges

12.  They now have a woven mat which they can decorate.

Art/craft ideas

•  Pupils can produce a ‘surreal’ table mat by choosing two picture postcards and weaving them together. 

•  If your pupils have spun some wool, this also can be woven using a card loom – they could add  
 other materials and create a piece of textile art 
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Using a spinning wheel. Visit Weaver’s Cottage, Kilbarchan, to find out about spinning and weaving.


