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Executive Summary  
Two archaeological ‘strip & record’ mitigation excavations (CHM23PS5 and CH23WBKiln1) 

have been undertaken on behalf of Cabot Highlands LLP and in accordance with the 

requirements of Highland Council planning consents 15/03626/FUL and 19/01446/PAN, 

in advance of preliminary development works for a new Championship Golf Course at 

Castle Stuart, Dalcross near Inverness. The mitigation-stage fieldwork was designed to fully 

characterise and record significant buried archaeological deposits, features and finds 

located in two specific parts of the development area, the first, designated Mitigation Area 

PS5, identified during a preceding stage of evaluation trenching (AAH 2022) and the 

second, designated Kiln 1, identified during the watching brief stage monitoring of 

development earthmoving.  
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Mitigation excavation in Area PS5 targeted the location of a postulated prehistoric ring-

ditch recorded on the Highland Council HER and identified from aerial photographs.  

 

Excavation revealed the truncated but surprisingly well-preserved remains of a complex 

and possibly multi-period Palisade Enclosure, provisionally dated to the Bronze Age/Iron 

Age periods, which included the postulated remains of a contemporary or later Iron Age 

cart-burial. These remains are considered to represent important new evidence of 

prehistoric ritual/funerary activity in the north of Scotland. Evidence for a later phase of 

medieval settlement related and agricultural activity was also recorded, which is deemed 

to be of local importance.  

 

The remains of a large and previously unrecorded kiln structure (Kiln 1), destroyed by fire, 

was identified during development monitoring and subsequently investigated and 

recorded. The structure remains undated but produced large quantities of thoroughly 

charred structural wood and other charred residues, which have significant future research 

potential. 

 

The evidence recorded in Mitigation Area PS5, specifically the remains of a prehistoric 

palisade enclosure and the probable remains of an Iron Age cart burial, is deemed (by the 

writer) to be of national importance and to have substantial future research potential in 

that context. Accordingly, a further comprehensive stage of PERD stage post-site analysis 

and reporting is recommended, the proposed priorities of which include independent 

scientific dating and specialist examination and reporting of the suggested Iron Age cart-

burial remains.  

 

The evidence recorded at Kiln 1 as part of watching brief monitoring is considered to be of 

local and possibly regional importance and to have significant further research potential 

that can be expected to add to current understanding of the chronology and character of 

settlement-related and agricultural activity in Highland region. Accordingly, a further stage 

of selective post excavation analysis and reporting is recommended to firmly date and fully 

characterise the construction and operation of the kiln structure, the proposed priorities of 

which include independent scientific dating and the examination and reporting of charred 

remains.  
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Legislation and Policy  
The common principles underlying international conventions, national legislation and 

local authority planning policies are that cultural heritage assets should be identified in 

advance of development and safeguarded where practicable; if disturbance is 

unavoidable appropriate recording of features and recovery of portable artefacts 

should take place.  These have been set out in international and European Union 

agreements, and UK and Scottish legislation, as well as national and local planning 

policies1. Professional standards maintained throughout the present project adhered 

to the Codes of Conduct and Approved Practice and Standards of the Chartered 

Institute for Archaeologists2. 
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Background mapping has been reproduced with the permission of the Ordnance Survey 

under Licence 100043217.  Historic mapping is reproduced courtesy of the National 

Library of Scotland. 

 

No omissions are intended and all errors herein are unintentional and the responsibility of 

the principal writer.  

Part 1 - Introduction & Background 

Cabot Highlands, formerly Castle Stuart Golf Links, has received planning consents 

(05/00316/FULIN, 15/03626/FUL and 19/01446/PAN) from Highland Council for the 

development of a new 18-hole Championship Golf Course and associated development 

at Castle Stuart near Inverness (Figures 1 and 2).  

The planning consents included Conditions that required an intrusive archaeological 

evaluation of all areas of proposed development for the new course, in advance of 

development and landscaping works, in order to establish the presence or absence of 

significant buried archaeological remains. The evaluation programme involved three 

principal stages of trial trenching, the final stage of which was completed in May 2023.  

The initial stage of trenching work undertaken between September and November 2022 

(Avon Archaeology Highland 2022) identified significant buried archaeological remains in 

specified parts of the development area, which were designated Mitigation Area PS5 

(Figure 2 below), the designation prefix (PS) indicating that at that time, it was expected 

that features in this area would be preserved in-situ and remain unaffected by course 

development works. In the event, the buried archaeological deposits and features 

identified in Mitigation Area PS5 could not be preserved in-situ through design due to 

changes in the course layout and as a consequence a subsequent stage of archaeological 

mitigation involving strip and record excavation was undertaken in advance of 

development earthmoving, the preliminary results of which are set out below.  

A localised group of archaeological deposits interpreted to represent the remains of a 

sunken kiln or oven structure were identified during construction-phase earthmoving and 

subsequently fully investigated and recorded as part of archaeological monitoring. The 

remains of the structure were located approximately 50m NW of Mitigation Area PS5 and 

equidistant between earlier evaluation trenches 106, 107 and 155. 

The mitigation excavations were each undertaken in accordance with a Written Scheme of 

Investigation (Avon Archaeology (Highland) 2023) approved by Highland Council.  

The following Data Structure Report sets out the principal and preliminary results of the 

strip and record excavations in Mitigation Areas PS5 and Kiln 1. As such the evidence 

presented below is selective and does not seek to provide a comprehensive narrative of 

the fieldwork context records, which are appended at the rear of the report as 

Appendices 1 and 2. 
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Location 
The site for the proposed Cabot Highlands Championship Golf Course is located on the 

south side of the Moray Firth between Inverness and Nairn. The site is bounded by the 

B9039 to the SE, the Moray Firth coastline and the existing Castle Stuart Golf Links to the 

N and NW and open farmland to the SW. The area of development for the new course has 

a footprint of approximately 65 hectares, centred at Ordnance Survey grid reference NGR 

NH 740 494 and lies at an elevation of between c 7m and 22m aOD. At the time of the 

archaeological mitigation fieldwork Areas PS5 and Kiln 1 (Figures 2 and 3 below) were 

both located in an area where preliminary development earthmoving was underway, in 

what was formerly open agricultural land.  

 

 
Figure 1 – General Site Location (not to scale) 

 

Archaeological & Historical Background  

Recorded heritage assets located in the vicinity of the mitigation areas and relevant 

documentary, cartographic and geophysical survey data were reviewed in detail for the 

Cabot Highland Championship Course Evaluation WSI documents (Avon Archaeology 

2022) and the results of that research are not reproduced here.  

The sources consulted for the WSI documents included historic mapping held by the 

National Library of Scotland, the Highland Council Historic Environment Record (HER), 

Historic Scotland Canmore database, the Old and New Statistical Accounts, Ordnance 

Survey Name Books, LiDAR survey data and aerial photographs held by NCAP.  
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Figure 2 – General location of Mitigation Area PS5 and Watching Brief Kiln 1. Grid scale in 
kms 
 
The British Geological Survey indicates that the study area is variously underlain by Raised 

Marine Beach deposits, principally sands and gravels, of Holocene Age formed towards 

the end of the Quaternary Period that are interspersed with localised peat and alluvial 

deposits of Holocene date. These in turn overlie a basement geology dominated by the 

Hillhead Sandstone Formation of the Devonian period3. 

 

Mitigation Area PS5 

Negative archaeological features and deposits were revealed in 2022 Evaluation Trenches 

105 and 146 (Figure 4 below), which were positioned to evaluate the location of a 

purported ring-ditch recorded on the HER (MHG427) and identified from aerial 

photographs taken in 1986 (Figure 3 below).  

 

 
 
3 BGS online viewer consulted February 2024 
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Figure 3 – Oblique aerial photograph dated 1986 showing ring-ditch MHG427. Facing S. 
With annotation by the writer. Reproduced courtesy of Highland Council HER 
 

Buried deposits and features revealed in Evaluation Trenches 105 and 146 are fully 

described in the 2022 evaluation report (Avon Archaeology 2022). They included a shell-

midden deposit and an extensive spread of dark soil containing charcoal and abundant 

sandstone fragments, which appeared to be bounded by a shallow ditch or gully. 

However, the deposits and features recorded in the trenches did not readily correspond 

with the aerial photographic evidence for a ring-ditch and did not produce any stratified 

dating evidence. Nonetheless, the recorded features were considered to represent 

significant buried archaeology that was provisionally dated to the prehistoric or medieval 

periods. 
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Figure 4 – Location and extent of Archaeology Mitigation Areas PS5 and WB Kiln 1 in relation to 2022 evaluation trenches. Scale shown
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Mitigation Excavation and Watching Brief Recording Methodology 

Mitigation Area PS5 (Figures 2 and 4 above) was stripped of topsoil using a slew-tracked 

machine equipped with a toothless grading bucket directed by a senior AAH 

archaeologist to the level of the natural substrate or potential archaeological deposits, 

whichever was encountered first.  

Buried soil features and deposits recorded as Kiln 1 (Figures 2 and 4 above) were 

identified during monitoring of preliminary development earthmoving and not during the 

2022 evaluation trenching (see Figure 4 above).  

Features and deposits of potential archaeological significance in each area were 

thereafter cleaned, inspected and excavated by hand as necessary and recorded using 

standard context-based records. Detailed survey was undertaken to record 

archaeological features and deposits during the mitigation excavation in Area PS5 and 

subsequent watching brief recording of Kiln 1 using a Topcon GPS unit capable of cm 

accuracy. 

Part 2 – Area PS5 Mitigation Excavation   
In accordance with proposals for post-evaluation mitigation set out in the project WSI 

document (AAH ibid), buried archaeological deposits preserved in site Area PS5 

(Figure 3 and 4 above) were fully exposed archaeologically and fully recorded in 

advance of their destruction by means of ‘strip and record’ excavation.  

 

The principal objective of mitigation work in Area PS5, an area where it was originally 

envisaged that archaeological deposits identified during the 2022 evaluation stage 

would be preserved in-situ by design but where subsequent modifications to the 

course design made this impossible, was to further investigate and fully characterise a 

series of truncated soil features and deposits identified in evaluation trenches 105, 

146 and 105B (Figures 3 and 4 above), which were provisionally interpreted to reflect 

significant archaeological deposits potentially associated with an enclosure (MHG427) 

recorded on the Highland Council HER.  

 

Mitigation Methodology 
An area centred on evaluation trenches 105, 105B and 146 (Figure 4) and measuring 

approximately 50m by 28m in plan was stripped of topsoil by machine under 

archaeological direction and all archaeological features subsequently revealed were 

investigated and recorded as set out in the Mitigation WSI (ibid). 

 

Machine clearance of between 500mm and 700mm of largely stone-free plough soil and 

subsoil revealed the upper surface of the natural sand and gravelly sand substrate (103) 
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and a range of archaeological features and deposits, foremost of which was a large 

penannular enclosure defined by two concentric ditches and an entrance opening to the 

SE (Figures 5 to 10 below), which broadly corresponded with the ring-ditch identified 

from aerial photographs in the 1980s and recorded on the Highland HER as MHG 427 

(Figure 3 above). 

 

In addition to the circular enclosure and features associated with it, the mitigation area 

also revealed a broad linear spread of dark stony soil (Figure 6, Deposit 119), aligned NW 

to SE, which contained significant amounts of charred material. This deposit in turn was 

cut by a series of shallow parallel ditches (Figure 6, Ditches 130, 150 and 152), which 

produced stratified medieval pottery sherds. 

The Palisade Enclosure  
Figures 5 to 10 below 
  
The palisade enclosure was fully exposed and consisted of a deep narrow penannular 

outer palisade trench (104) of approximately 20m diameter, which was broken by a SE 

facing entrance that incorporated a pair of large post-pits (124 and 126), and a broadly 

concentric inner trench or gully that was separated into three principal segments (Gullies 

106/168, 120 and 132). The inner gully also appeared to be punctuated by or respect two 

oval pits (Pits 108 and 117) with a third pit (172) situated between the outer palisade 

trench and the inner gully on the SW side. In terms of its general size, form and SE-facing 

entrance, the enclosure defined by the palisade trench was consistent with the enclosure 

identified from aerial photographs and recorded as MHG427 on the Highland Council 

HER.  

 

The area inside the inner concentric gullies contained relatively few archaeological 

features, foremost of which was an oval pit (Pit 115, see below) surrounded by a group of 

three postholes, which were offset from the centre of the palisade, and a further group of 

three or four postholes (Features 122, 210 and 211) located immediately inside the SE 

facing entrance gap. Other features inside the inner enclosure gully were restricted to a 

small isolated pit (113) and a possible posthole (111), both of which were archaeologically 

sterile.  

 

Traces of two further linear soil features (Features 174 and 192) were revealed in the 

interior of the enclosure which, in combination with feature 214 located immediately 

outside and to the south, were provisionally interpreted to reflect the barest vestiges of an 

earlier (but undated) curved enclosure ditch. 
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Figure 5 – Oblique drone photograph showing Area PS5 after the completion of topsoil stripping and with cleaning and excavation 
underway. Facing W 
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Figure 6 – Plan showing the overall distribution of principal archaeological features and deposits in Mitigation Area PS5. Scale shown  
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Figure 7 – Oblique photograph showing Area PS5 Palisade Enclosure with excavation work in progress. Facing NW 
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Figure 8 -   Plan showing PS5 Palisade Enclosure as excavated with principal features and context numbers. Scale shown   
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Figure 9 - Plan showing the location of archaeological cuttings excavated in Palisade Enclosure Trench 104 with enumeration. Scale shown   
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Figure 10 – Vertical photograph showing the Palisade Enclosure as excavated. Scale shown below 
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The Palisade Enclosure Trench 

After machine clearance the outer palisade trench (Figure 8, Feature 104) was initially 

defined by a narrow circular band of darker sandy silt that in places contained sparse to 

abundant concentrations of small to medium-sized cobble stones. The feature was 

excavated and recorded in fourteen separate archaeological cuttings (Figures 8, 9 and 10) 

where the character of the trench varied in detail but was broadly consistent throughout, 

with a fairly straight-sided U-shaped profile between 500mm and 800mm wide and 

between 600mm to 750mm deep (Figure 34 below for section drawings).  

 

In most, but not all, of the excavated cuttings the fairly uniform fill (105) of the trench 

contained common to abundant numbers of small to medium sized cobble stones (see 

Figures 11 to 14) although in Cuttings 3 and 4 the fill contained only occasional smaller 

cobbles. In addition, the bottom of the trench in Cuttings 4, 7, 9 and 10 revealed dark 

subrounded sand stains that were interpreted to represent the traces of individual 

palisade stakes, which in Cutting 4 showed five closely set and fairly evenly spaced stakes 

between c 100mm and 200mm in diameter (Figure 13a and b).  

 

Very few of the cuttings excavated in the palisade trench produced any substantial 

amounts of charred material with charcoal often present but principally restricted to small 

flecks and fragments that could easily have been residual in that context.  Where 

excavated the majority of the palisade trench fill failed to produce any artefacts 

whatsoever, the only exception being in Cutting 7 where the uppermost portion of the fill 

(105) produced an amorphous iron-rich concretion (SF2 – see Finds below) provisionally 

interpreted to represent an iron and slag cake from a bloomery furnace. Elsewhere none 

of the cuttings opened in the palisade trench produced any stratified artefacts or dating 

evidence. Despite this the palisade enclosure is provisionally dated to the later prehistoric 

period. 
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Figure 11 – Oblique wide-angle photograph of the Palisade Enclosure as excavated. Facing SE. Scales 2m and 1m   
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Figure 12a and b – Palisade Trench Cuttings 1-3 as excavated and Cutting 2 detail. Facing 
S. Scales 1m and 500mm 

 
 
 
 
  
 

 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 13 a and b – Palisade Trench 104 Cutting 4 showing stake hole scars after the 
removal of stone packing. Facing NW and vertical. Scales 1m, 500mm and 200mm 
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