What is ‘community heritage’ and how is it practiced in Britain today? Discuss in relation to one project known to you.
Community heritage is the practice of recording, interpreting and sharing the cultures, histories and stories about and of groups of people (The National Archives, 2019). It involves the coming together of people, from all areas of the community to help preserve history and educate visitors. There are many ways in which Community Heritage is practised in Britain today. One way in which cultural Heritage is practised is through the use of the internet, the introduction of the internet has completely changed the way in which people are able to not only share but also access different types of Cultural Heritage. Stories that thirty years ago might have only been known locally now have the ability to be shared not only nationally but globally. An example of this is the use of visual means this includes ways such as art both in person and through the internet. For instance, an art exhibition in London can have people go to their in person gallery to walk around and enjoy the art while simultaneously someone in Paris is looking through their online archives and seeing the same pieces of art but from the comfort of their own home. the use of the internet has also allowed for more interaction as well as allowing for more people to take part in the community, pictures and videos of events can be easily sent between members of the community this means that if there is one copy of an item many can own a digital copy of it while the original is safe in storage. 
In this essay I will be using The Whithorn Trust Iron Age Round House, this is a complete replica of a round house found in a peat bog in Scotland. The Whithorn Trust is a charity that was set up in Wigtown a royal burgh in Dumfries and Galloway, Scotland, in 1986 after an archaeological dig in the village showed evidence of Viking life within the village**. The Whithorn trust prioritises looking into the history and archaeological discoveries of Whithorn and the surrounding area. The trust uses local volunteers and donations to keep up with their research and taking care of the exhibits in their care. Whithorn is an Archaeologically rich historical site with evidence of life in the village dating back to 300AD with artifacts from both Viking and Christian traders however Archaeological evidence suggests that Whithorn didn’t become a permanent settlement until around 100AD with early excavations uncovering coloured glass drinking vessels in large quantities (The Whithorn trust , 2026). The Trust has also covered Archaeological research in the surrounding areas of Dumfries and Galloway such as the discovery of the Galloway hoard in 2014, this was a collection of over 5kg of Viking Artifacts found in a neighbouring area. Two of the main key objectives of the Whithorn Trust is preservation and Conservation, The Round house sits on the same land as St Ninians Priory Church of Scotland which is believed to be the Earliest Christian site in Scotland this information is something that is held in the heart of the trust.


[bookmark: _Int_pkeG5PYT]Community is defined as the people living in one particular area or people who are considered as a unit because of their common interests, social group, or nationality. While Heritage is defined as valued objects and qualities such as historic buildings and cultural traditions that have been passed down from previous generations therefore community heritage is the valued items and history that a community share. While many larger museums and historical institutions have shifted their focus to global and National history small town Museums such as the one held by The Whithorn Trust have stayed true to local and community history by using local Archaeologists and volunteers. 
Local Archaeologists began digging in the area in the early 1980s and found many small artifacts however in the 1990’s evidence of ancient life was found around the peat bog at The Black loch of Myrton this ended up being two highly preserved Iron Age Round Houses dating back to 430BC.     [image: ](British Archaeology Jobs and Resources, n.d.)                                 [image: ] (The Whithorn Trust, n.d.)

[bookmark: _Int_RwqVoOA4]Archaeologists worked together with the volunteers and a team of Architects to completely reconstruct a roundhouse based on the remains of the two structures found. They used traditional historical methods to build the roundhouse how it would have been originally constructed. Due to the boggy and waterlogged conditions of where the remains were found large elements of the structures were incredibly well preserved with the double-wattle wall, oak plank facade surrounding the entrance and the massive central hearth all being protected against the elements this allowed for an investigation into the materials used to create the original and find as close a material as possible (BAJR, 2016). The Replicas structure is made from a wattle wall made from Woven hazel branches they were then filled with clay to create a secure wall that also acted as an insulator for when it got colder (fig 1). They also set up large floor to ceiling tree trunks in the middle of the round house to give it not only structural stability but also to create a peaked roof with an open top that acted as a chimney. The slope of the thatched roof also allowed for water to flow down building rather than sitting on top of the roof. The peak gave the structure extra height that allowed for a partial second floor to be added to the inside of the building (Fig 2). This second floor was built almost like a barn and was likely used as a place for the people living within the Round House to sleep as a unit whether they did this to conserve heat, space or for safety is unknown however they also has a smaller storage area that was also built as a higher floor which may indicate it was to protect goods from predators. Another interesting feature that was built by the Trust is the open fireplace in the centre of the building, it is an open fire that was surrounded by not only equipment to be able to cook but seating mats and drying looms (Fig 3). The mats covered the entire floor and were found during the excavation process they were weaved from straw and acted as protection from anything that may have been on the ground such as frost as well as also acting as a further insulator. While excavating Archaeologists also found evidence of a straw like bedding in specifically one area of the Round house it was argued whether this was a storage corner or a seating area but was eventually recognised as an animal pen that was built into the home that could hold mid sized animals such as goats and sheep. This allowed for a constant surveillance on livestock as well as making sure that livestock were kept warm throughout the winter and would be safe from disease and theft.
[image: ](fig 1) (Flickr, 2026)
[image: ](Fig 2) (Flickr, 2026)
[image: ](Fig 3) (Flickr, 2026)
[bookmark: _Int_Ktd7yUoD][bookmark: _Int_aTjfuuKt][bookmark: _Int_IzUN6Qbe][bookmark: _Int_WEG6soJp][bookmark: _Int_7qLMISt3]Whithorn as a village has a long standing history dating back centuries one of the most notable points in Whithorn is the arrival of St Ninian to Whithorn in the 390’s AD. He landed in Whithorn and began to spread the word of God through the papacy’s words it was in Whithorn where he built a stone church on the top of a hill that overlooks the village that was named the white house. Through his teachings St Ninian secured a cathedral title for the church that he built creating the first church in the entirety of Scotland, when he later died St Ninian was buried in the crypt attached to the church. In modern Dumfries and Galloway, the teachings of St Ninian are still followed by many with pilgrimage routes trailing across the region (Undiscovered Scotland: info@undiscoveredscotland.co.uk, 2025). By the 900’s AD Viking long boats had taken over the western sea passages near the Scottish coast while there is evidence of Vikings brief inhabitancy in many areas of Scotland Particularly in the Northern coastline villages there is ample evidence of Vikings being in Whithorn. In 1986 Archaeological excavations found evidence of Viking tradable crafts as well as a secular settlement of stake built houses on the outskirts of Whithorn village (The Whithorn trust , 2025).  Probably the most well known Examples of Vikings in Dumfries and Galloway is the Galloway hoard a collection of Viking artifacts unearthed in 2014 in Kirkcudbrightshire and consisted of over 5 kilograms of silver, gold, jewels, textiles, glass and earthen Ware. It was believed to have been buried in 900AD and as a unit is considered to be the richest collection of rare and unique Viking-age objects ever found in Britain or Ireland. The collection was found by Metal detectors and then dug up by local Archaeologists as well as Archaeological companies. With over 100 unique objects found a majority of them were taken from the community and sent to the National museum of Scotland where they did intense research on the items in a bid to try and figure out what each of them are individually. 

[image: ][image: ]  [image: ]
(National Museums Scotland , 2018)(Fig 4) (National Museums Scotland , 2018)(Fig 5) (National Museums Scotland , 2018)(Fig 6)

[bookmark: _Int_5KQVFcol][bookmark: _Int_cwuy3YnU]Of all of the artifacts one that stood out a triple layered, silk lined leather pouch containing the gold mounted rock crystal jar is one of the most not only unique items but also one of the most eye catching and beautiful items in the collection. The jar was covered in three layers of fabric first a layer of linen, then a decorated silk that is thought to have come from Asia and was used as an inner lining for the bag, the final layer consisted of a fine leather (Fig 4). Just the bag itself would have been an expensive investment but coupled with a very intricately detailed carved rock crystal jar wrapped in a gold netting made this item invaluable both in price but also in knowledge. Rock crystal was a very difficult material to get a hold of in the Middle Ages, getting a piece big enough with the same level of clarity that this example has would have been even more difficult and expensive for people to get their hands on. Being able to carve a design on to a piece of rock crystal was a highly specialised skill as it was highly difficult to do and not seen very often in the ancient world. When looking at the jar straight on while it is a beautiful artifact there isn’t much that is notable about the item however when the jar is viewed from upside down the carving resembles the acanthus leaves from the top of a Corinthian column (National Museums Scotland, 2018). Another unique feature of this item is the gold work which was done with filigree rather than the more commonly used beaded wire what is even more special about the gold work is the fact that there is a name engraved into the bottom of the jar (Fig 6). To be able to find this level of beauty and preservation in a singular artifact from 900AD is extraordinary however to have such a large collection that is mostly all in brilliant condition is amazing. However, the fact that the Galloway Hoard was not able to be kept in Kirkcudbrightshire and was instead sent to The National Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh shows how Community Heritage is not seen as seriously as the larger museums. The Hoard was found in Kirkcudbrightshire yet to be seen by the public has to be taken to the big city museum. This again is one reason why Community Heritage centres are failing in today's society, what in the past would have been held in the museum of the place it was found is now being taken away to bigger museums. This means that smaller community museums are running out of heritage items that they are able to show to the public without their curation being the same year round. This is something that will become repetitive and may limit how many times someone would visit the museum before they become bored of the exhibition being the same every time.
While the work that The Whithorn Trust is doing is highly important and they have put in plenty of effort to make the Whithorn Iron Age Round House and the connecting museum informative and accessible there are many changes that could be made to create a better experience for people going to the museum. One of which is being able to create word outside of the community, one way in which community heritage can be practised better in the modern world is by using resources such as the internet to expand who is able to access the history. This is a way in which the way in which community Heritage is practised in Britain today has changed no longer is the only way to learn about a small village like Whithorn’s history to go to the place or find a book that has available information on the matter instead people can do a simple online search and find out everything that they would want to know about the history and heritage. While this is a good thing as people from Australia can be learning about Scotland with videos and picture it is also killing off the Community heritage sector, people no longer make the trip to go and see heritage sites as they no longer need to this not only effects the heritage centre but also the surrounding businesses that would have profitted from the prior foot traffic.
In conclusion, while Community heritage is the practice of recording, interpreting and sharing the cultures, histories and stories about and of groups of people the way it is practised in Britain today is ever changing. Advances in areas such as the internet and social media have allowed for once unknown stories to be heard and shared across the world. However, it is also important that the community aspect of community heritage is kept alive and that it is the people who the stories and history come from that should be allowed to keep their own history alive. The history of Whithorn is a large part of what makes it so special the establishment of the first church in Scotland being in Whithorn has been key to the community spirit of the village this is evident in the way that The Whithorn Trust formed and work as a charity that puts all of the funds that they receive from either the Donation box, cafe, gift shop or online membership back into the conservation and up keep of the museum while also making sure that they are a living wage paying job. The importance of the memorisation of heritage is important everywhere but especially in small towns such as Whithorn that are often overlooked or bought out by people who want to have a holiday cottage somewhere nice and then are slowly gentrified. It is also important that they should be able to keep their physical history for instance the Galloway Hoard is in a museum in Edinburgh rather than in Dumfries and Galloway where it was buried and found.

Reference Bibliography
BAJR (2016). Iron Age Grand Design: the Whithorn Roundhouse Project - BAJR - British Archaeology Jobs and Resources. [online] BAJR - British Archaeology Jobs and Resources. Available at: https://www.bajr.org/iron-age-grand-design-the-whithorn-roundhouse-project/ [Accessed Jan. 2026].
British Archaeology Jobs and Resources (n.d.). Whithorn iron age round house. Available at: https://www.bajr.org/iron-age-grand-design-the-whithorn-roundhouse-project/.
Cambridge Dictionary (2019). COMMUNITY | meaning in the Cambridge English Dictionary. [online] Cambridge.org. Available at: https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/community.
Flickr. (2026). The Whithorn Story, Iron Age Roundhouse. [online] Available at: https://www.flickr.com/photos/156803350@N07/52206508811/in/photostream/ [Accessed 25 Jan. 2026].
National Museums Scotland (2018). National Museums Scotland. [online] National Museums Scotland. Available at: https://www.nms.ac.uk/discover-catalogue/i The golden rock crystal jar in a three layered bag.
National Museums Scotland (2018). National Museums Scotland. [online] National Museums Scotland. Available at: https://www.nms.ac.uk/discover-catalogue/investigating-the-galloway-hoard-rock-crystal-jar.
The National Archives (2019). The Cultural Revolution. The Cultural Revolution, [online] 1(1). doi:https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/.
The Whithorn Trust (n.d.). Iron Age Round House finished . Available at: https://www.whithorn.com/archaeology/digs/.
The Whithorn trust (2025). The Whithorn Trust  Viking Age. [online] Whithorn.com. Available at: https://www.whithorn.com/origins/viking-age/.
The Whithorn trust (2026). The Whithorn Trust  Whithorn Origins. [online] Whithorn.com. Available at: https://www.whithorn.com/origins/ [Accessed Jan. 2026].
the whithorn trust (n.d.). A guided tour of the iron age round house.
Undiscovered Scotland: info@undiscoveredscotland.co.uk (2025). Saint Ninian: Biography on Undiscovered Scotland. [online] Undiscoveredscotland.co.uk. Available at: https://www.undiscoveredscotland.co.uk/usbiography/n/stninian.html

image.png




image2.png




image6.png




image7.png




image5.png




image4.png




image3.png




image8.png




