AN INTRODUCTION TO THE
CAITHNESS FLAGSTONE INDUSTRY

John Porter

BACKGROUND

The fact that much of the rock which underlies Caithness possesses the
curious property of readily splitting into thin large slices (or flags) [Fig.
7.1] has been known for many hundreds, if not thousands, of years,
although it has only been exploited commercially since the early years of
the 19th century. Archaeological excavation at Skara Brae in Orkney,
where similar stone is found, has shown that even as far back as 4500 B.C.
thin slices of stone were used for building construction and making
furniture. Flagstone was doubtless also used by the early inhabitants of
Caithness for building houses and stone walls, the material obtained at
outcrops where the rock broke through to the surface and required little or
no quarrying.

This flagstone was formed initially as layers of sediment in the bed of a
great lake (called Lake Orcadie by geologists) which covered a large area of
the north of Scotland some 370 million years ago. Succesive periods of
laying down of sediment and the long dry spells gave the stone its
laminated structure which makes it split so readily into flags. The great
weight of overlying layers of rock compacted the sediment and made the
flags dense, hard and durable.

COMMERCIAL EXPLOITATION

The first attempt to obtain the stone on a commercial basis was made at
Castlehill, on the shore of Dunnet Bay to the north of the village then
known as Olrig, when, in the summer of 1793 several cargoes of stone were
shipped to Aberdeen. The instigator of this new industry was James Traill
who lived from 1758 till 1843 and was for a time Sheriff of the County. He
moved from Rattar to Castlehill House in 1824 and set about organising
the flagstone quarrying. In the following year, regular shipments of flags
were begun to ports all over the United Kingdom and as the fame of this
most useful material spread, cargoes were sent as far afield as Europe,
North and South America. Indeed, a famous meat factory in the Argentine
was floored with Caithness flags. The high wear resistance was highly
prized and made the stone especially useful for pavements and courtyards
— for example, the Strand and London Docks were paved, and the
concourse of Euston Station in London laid, with flags. ‘In addition to its
great strength and durability’, ran an early sales brochure, ‘the stone is
‘generally so close in grain as to be impervious to moisture. It resists the
action of severe frost and it does not scale or become slippery’.
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Fig. 7.2. Flagstone quarries in the Thurso area.
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Fig. 7.1. Slices or flags extracted from the working quarry at Spittal, mid 1970s.
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Fig. 7.3. Flagstone production, in Caithness, 1858-1911.
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