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Introduction

In January 2001, the author was asked by Delta north to carry out an initial desk-based assessment of the North Coast water Scheme. This scheme consists of a new water main between Hoy in Caithness and Tongue in Sutherland. Between January and August, as the route of the water main was revised and refined, further desk-based assessments were carried out, to identify known archaeological features in the vicinity of the route and locate areas of potential archaeological interest. No walk-over survey was carried out at this stage.

This walk-over survey covers the fourth section of the project, between the proposed sites of Armadale Pumping Station and Melvich/Strathy Service reservoir, including both of these sites, and is intended to locate archaeological features not previously recorded but visible on the ground within or adjacent to the wayleave of the proposed pipeline route, and to assess the potential impact of the project on these and the previously recorded archaeological features.

At the time of the walk-over survey the route was more or less decided from Armadale pumping station to a point west of Strathy, beyond which three routes were under consideration, as follows:

           Route A. This southerly route crosses the River Strathy at Dail a’ Bhaite and runs to the south of the croft lands of West Strathy.

           Route B.  This middle route crosses the Strathy River just south of the present road bridge, follows the road verge for a short distance then cuts along the north boundary of the croft lands of West Strathy and continuing across the moor to Melvich/Strathy

           Route C. This northern route diverges from Route B where the former cuts away from the road, and follows more or less the route of the existing water main to the south of the road.

All three routes were covered by this walk-over survey.

Sites Recorded During the Desk-Based Assessment:

The following sites were recorded during the desk-based assessments. As sites were added to cover revised routes, these do not run in sequence from west to east. Most of these do not now lie along any of the routes still being considered, but all are included here to ensure that all were taken into consideration during the walk-over survey. Comments of the possible effect of the project on each site is given in italics after a brief description.

A1. Lednagullin: Building. The 1st edition OS map shows an L-shaped building at NC 8006 6444. 

This lies 50m west of the road and should not be affected.

A2. Lednagullin: Building. The 1st edition OS map shows a building at NC 8006 6452, lying just east of the peat track leading south from the road. 

This structure has been completely removed during road improvements.

A3. Lochan Ealach: Enclosure. The 1st edition OS map shows an enclosure at NC 8254 6519. This is not marked on the present Pathfinder OS map. It appears to lie 30-40m. from the road.

This enclosure was not located during the walk-over survey, but lies east of the point where both routes at present under consideration leave the road to cut across the moor to Strathy, so should be unaffected.

A4. Strathy Bridge: 3 Cairns at NC 8356 6537, 1 cairn at NC 8349 6537, SMR no. NC86NW0024. Possible Neolithic cairns. The nearest lies 40m from the road.

All four cairns are located north of the road, and will be unaffected

A5. Strathy Bridge: Earthhouse/souterrain at NC 8356 6513, SMR no. NC86NW0001. This prehistoric feature is located on the brow of the raised beach above the River Strathy, on unimproved ground above the present Community Hall. Unfortunately, little is known about this feature. It is given in the list of Sutherland souterrains, but without any details of length or direction, and nothing is visible at the site but a depression which may represent the original entrance. It is possible that the feature has been destroyed. A souterrain is, by definition, an underground passage, constructed by digging a trench and roofing it over, dating to the Iron Age. Of the 40 known examples in Sutherland, one reaches a length of over 20m, but the other sites where the length is known fall into two clusters of around 6-8m and 11-14m. Some of the known passages run straight, while others have a pronounce curve, and a few have side chambers

The distance from the possible entrance to the souterrain and the modern fence is only 20m, and it is through this gap that the proposed pipeline route B passes. It is most likely that the passage would have run roughly west from its entrance, in which case it is possible that any remains would not be disturbed, but it is recommended that an archaeological Watching Brief be carried out along this section in case excavation of the pipeline trench does reveal any trace of the souterrain.

A6. Cnoc na Tuthcaid: Dovecot (site of) at NC 8415 6500, SMR no. NC86NW0045. This feature is recorded on maps of the Strathy area dating to around 1800 and is presumed to have been demolished. A slight mound in the field is supposed to mark its location, but this was not observed during the walk-over survey, particularly as the field was under cultivation.

This site lies in the centre of a small triangular field. Routes B and C skirt the edges of this field, but neither cross it, so any remains of the dovecot which have survived ploughing will be unaffected

A7. Cnoc na Leannig Gile: Cairn at NC 8428 6499, SMR no. NC86SW0019. This Neolithic cairn lies on top of a gorse-covered knoll, very little of the cairn is visible.

Route B follows a path which runs up the outside of the north boundary of the crofts at the base of the knoll on which the cairn is located, but is highly unlikely to affect the cairn itself.

A8. Cnoc na Tuthcaid: 3 Longhouses at NC 8425 6526, NC 8413 6520 and NC 8418 6516, SMR no. NC86NW0028. These structures are all located north of the road

The pipeline routes all pass to the south of the road, so will not affect any of these structures.

A9. Armadale Parliamentary Bridge at NC 7952 6392, SMR no. NC76SE0035 This redundant bridge is located a short distance upstream of the modern bridge, and is in good repair.

The proposed pipeline route crosses the Armadale Burn via the modern bridge, so the parliamentary bridge should be unaffected.

A10. Armadale Bridge, Hut Circles and Field System Two hut circles at NC 7964 6410 and NC 7977 6402. These hut circles and their associated field systems are located in the sheltered valleys between rocky ridges running approximately N-S. Between these ridges and the road, the ground has been heavily landscaped during road improvements, and it is along this broad verge that the pipeline is to be inserted.

No archaeological features survive adjacent to the road where the pipeline will pass

A11. ‘The Priest’s Stone’, Recumbent Cross Slab at NC 8310 6494, SMR no. NC86SW0005 It has been suggested that this stone is connected with the ‘lost’ early chapel of Strathy, but its location on the ridge above the township makes this unlikely. It is possible that it was originally a prehistoric standing stone with later Christian carving. It is now lying flat in the heather, but is marked by a small stone cairn (Photo no. 10) visible from some distance away.

This site lies between routes A and B and need not be affected by either, but if route A, the more southerly, is chosen, it is recommended that the stone be located and clearly marked to prevent accidental damage.

A12.  Dail a’ Bhaite, Site of Battle at NC 830 650, SMR no. NC86NW0040 ‘In 1594 James Sinclair of Murkle was sent by his brother the earl of Caithness against the Clan Gunn in Strathy, Strathnaver, where he killed seven of them, including their chief’ Nothing more is known about this battle, beyond its being recorded on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map. It appears that the clearance cairns belonging to the prehistoric field system associated with the hut circle and homestead (sites A23 and A24 ) have been taken for burial mounds. These clearance cairns were noted during the walk-over survey, and appear to be typical. They are more precisely located at NC 8325 6480

The area of cairns does not lie on the direct line of route A, and should not be affected even if this route is chosen, but should be located and marked to prevent accidental damage from plant or vehicles crossing the area to gain access to the pipeline route.

A13.  Farmstead at NC 833 650, SMR no. NC86NW0040 This farmstead is recorded on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map as consisting of two unroofed buildings and an enclosure. The walk-over survey located one rectangular enclosure, a D-shaped enclosure and the footings of one rectangular building. One turf dyke runs due east from the rectangular enclosure to connect with the lower N-S oriented turf dyke (site) and a second turf and stone dyke runs west and north of the complex.

The greater part of this farmstead, visible as a bracken-covered grassy area tucked under the ridge, will be unaffected. Route B passes to the north and will probably touch a section of the northern turf dyke. This could be avoided by shifting the route slightly to the north, and marking the dyke to prevent accidental damage.

A14.  Croft Buildings at NC 8420 6484 These ruinous buildings are located within the croftland of Strathy West.

Neither pipeline route now passes close to these structures.

Previously Noted Archaeological Sites: Conclusions

Only three of the above sites are likely to be affected by the three routes at present under consideration. These are;

· Site A5, Strathy Bridge Earth House/Souterrain: An archaeological watching brief is recommended where Route B passes this site

· Site A11, ‘The Priest’s Stone’: Although not directly on any route, this site should be noted and marked to prevent accidental damage

· Site A13, Farmstead: Some dykes associated with this site will be slightly damaged by Route B but no mitigating action is considered necessary

The Walk-Over Survey

The following Archaeological Sites were noted during the Walk-Over Survey. Sites run from West to East

A15. Crasbackie Hill, Possible Burnt Mound at NC 7330 6346 A low heather-covered mound located in the curve of a small burn (Photo no. 1) Its location and external appearance are typical of a burnt mound, and although not on the pipeline route, it is indicative of prehistoric activity in the area.

This feature will not be affected by the proposed pipeline route.

A16. Allt Beag, Hut Circles and Field System at NC 7865 6339 Two hut circles: one (hut A) at NC 7865 6339, measuring 12m in diameter with a probable entrance to the south (Photo no. 3) and one (Hut B) at NC 7869 6332, measuring 8.3m N-S by 8m E-W (Photo no. 4) Immediately SW of hut A, a low field bank runs SSW then curves to the south (Photo no.2). South of this is a large bank of clearance stones, running NE-SW for 11m; south of this three large circular clearance cairns, and south of these several smaller piles. North of Hut A are at least six large clearance piles and, at NC 7866 6348 the corner of low stony field walls enclosing a rectangular area. There are also two small areas of rig cultivation, suggesting that not all of the field clearance piles are contemporary with the hut circles, and the area is crossed by two substantial modern ditches.

The proposed pipeline route passes almost directly through Hut A. A small diversion to the north would avoid all the visible features of the site noted during this walk-over survey, but it may be advisable to carry out a watching brief during work on laying the pipeline to record any other features which may be revealed. Alternatively, the pipeline route could be altered to avoid the whole field system. However, any major alteration to the route might require further archaeological survey to ensure that areas not covered by this walk-over survey have been investigated.

A17. Allt Beag, Bank at  NC 7881 6347 This turf and stone bank runs along the east bank of the Allt Beag, and was possibly constructed to prevent flooding of the low-lying fields to the east.

This bank will be slightly damaged at whatever point the pipeline crosses the Allt Beag, but no mitigating action is considered necessary.

A18. Armadale House, Mound at NC 7888 6332 A roughly circular flat topped mound with a slightly hollowed summit (Photo no. 5) It is grass-covered and approximately 8m in diameter, the few stones visible may be natural. This is located beside a stagnant water course which has the appearance of a former stream, possibly diverted from this original course into the Allt Beag at the point marked on the map as a sluice. This may have been a lade running to a mill within the farmsteading, in which case its relation to the mound may be coincidental.

This feature lies far enough south of the proposed pipeline route to be unaffected, but should be taken into consideration of the pipeline route is altered to avoid site A17.

A19. Armadale House, Clearance Cairns at NC 7905 6355 Five probable clearance cairns lie in the field south of the drystone-walled enclosure of Armadale Steading. The most northerly (Photo no. 6) is hollow and may have been robbed during the construction of the drystone wall, itself now removed down to its footings along the south side of the enclosure.

The northernmost of the clearance piles lies almost directly on the route of the pipeline, but it is not felt that any further action is necessary.

A20. Armadale House, Farmstead at NC 7921 6386 At least three buildings and sections of turf and stone walling occupy unimproved high ground SE of the modern house. Building A at NC 7921 6386 is aligned NNE-SSW and measures 12m by 4m, with one internal partition. A turf dyke extends NNE from the N corner of this building for 4m before turning SSE for 20m, the S and SW back to Building B. This is aligned NW-SE and measures approximately 20m by 4m, but is indistinct to the NW due to modern ditching. (Photo no. 7)A track runs to the south of this building. Building C is located on a knoll at NC 7924 6391, is aligned NNW-SSE and measures 7m by 4.5m (Photo no. 8) Further dykes were noted on the  higher ground to the south of the farmstead.

The present proposed pipeline route passes directly through this farmstead. It is recommended that the route be amended to follow the track running to the south of the buildings, then turn north up the edge of the unimproved ground to reach the road.

A21. Cnoc na Dalach Baite, Bank at NC 8306 6493. A substantial turf bank, measuring 3m in width at its base and 0.5m in height at its centre crosses the moor roughly N-S.(Photo no. 9) At NC 8306 6493 it meets a second, smaller dyke running W-ENE and alters its course to the SSW.

Both routes A and B will cross this feature at some point. It is not considered necessary to recommend any avoiding action, but it is recommended that the bank be reinstated to its original appearance when work is completed.

A22. Strathy, Field Walls at NC 8342 6491. Several turf and stone walls, most of which are indicated on the present Ordnance Survey Pathfinder map. These are probably much more extensive than noted during this limited walk-over survey, and divide the well-drained ground above the raised beach line. As these all lie outwith the crofting lands of Strathy, it is presumed that they represent land divisions predating the formation of the crofts, and belong to the settlements of Dal a’ Bhaite and Milton recorded on the west side of the river Strathy in 1810.

Both routes A and B will probably cross these field walls at some points, but as linear features, they will not be greatly damaged, and no avoiding action is considered necessary. It is recommended that where possible they be reinstated to their original appearance when work is completed.

A23.  Dail a’ Bhaite, Hut Circle at NC 8331 6468, SMR no. NC86SW0002  The hut circle is set into the slope (Photo no. 12) and measures about 8.2m internally inside walls of width varying from 1.2m to 2.7m The wall has an inner face of coursed stone and boulder slab, and an entrance to the SE marked by door jambs and a possible fallen lintel (Photo no.13) A mound of stones occupies the centre of the hut, and a possible annexe is attached to the south. The associated field system lies on higher ground to the north (See Site no. A12)

The proposed pipeline route A would pass between this site and site A24, and although not affecting either directly, is likely to disturb associated features. It is recommended that if route A is preferred, then a Watching Brief be carried out to monitor the work and record any features revealed by excavation of the pipeline trench.

A24. Dail a’ Bhaite, Homestead at NC 8331 6460, SMR no. NC86SW0014 This site is considered to be contemporary with the hut circle to its north, and is of similar boulder slab construction. (Photo no. 11) It is in the same state of preservation as the hut circle, but consists of a main sub-rectangular structure with rounded corners and divided into two compartments, with a third compartment attached to the south.

This site should be considered together with site A23 as one settlement, and any work within the area between the two should be covered by an archaeological watching brief.

A 25. Dail a’ Bhaite, Enclosure at NC 8340 6470 A rectangular enclosure of turf and stone walling, with a smaller enclosure in its NW corner (Photo no. 14) and a dyke running NNE from its NE corner. This appears to be a post-mediaeval feature, probably part of the pre-improvement land use.

The pipeline Route A passes to the south of this feature and should not affect it, although it should be marked to prevent accidental damage.

A26. Dail a’ Bhaite, Building at NC 8343 6458 The grass and bracken covered footings of a building aligned NNE-SSW and measuring approximately 6m by 3.5m, (Photo no. 15) This building probably dates to the pre-improvement settlement at Dail a’ Bhaite, contemporary with the two enclosures to the north.

The proposed pipeline Route A passes very close to this feature. It should be located and marked to prevent accidental damage.

A27. Dail a Bhaite, Enclosure at NC 8349  6465 An enclosure of three sides of turf and stone dyke, the fourth side being provided by the edge of the bank.

The proposed pipeline Route A passes south of this feature and should not affect it, but it should be located and marked to prevent accidental damage.

A28. Dail a’ Bhaite, Bank/Dyke at NC 8347 6456 This turf and stone dyke forms the western boundary of the field claimed from the flood plain of the River Strathy.

The proposed pipeline Route A will cross this dyke and cause it a small amount of damage, but no mitigating action is considered necessary.

New Archaeological Sites: Conclusions

The following archaeological sites identified during the walk-over survey will be adversely affected by the section of route from Armadale to west of Strathy where routes A and B diverge:

· Site A16, Allt Beag, Hut Circles and Field System An alteration of route or archaeological watching brief is recommended

· Site A17, Allt Beag, Bank No further action is considered necessary

· Site A19, Armadale House, Clearance cairns no further action is considered necessary

· Site A20, Armadale House, Farmstead An alteration of route is recommended

The following archaeological sites will be adversely affected by both routes A and B:

· Site A21, Cnoc na Dalach Baite, Bank: reinstatement of the feature when work is completed is recommended.

· Site A22, Strathy, Field Walls: reinstatement of any dykes damaged during work is recommended

The following archaeological sites lie very close to Route A, to the extent that it would be preferable archaeologically to avoid this route, but should it be chosen, an archaeological Watching Brief is recommended to ensure that no accidental damage is caused to these sites and to identify and record any further features which are revealed during work:

· Site A23, Dail a’ Bhaite, Hut Circle

· Site A24, Homestead

· Site A25, Enclosure

· Site A26, Building

· Site A27, Enclosure

The Photographs:

1. Site A15, Crasbackie Hill, Burnt Mound, view from NE, the heather-covered mound is in the centre of the picture.

2. Site A16, Allt Beag Hut Circles and Field System, Field bank SW of hut circle A, view from the NE

3. Site A16, Allt Beag, Hut Circles and Field System, Hut circle A, view from the WNW. The rucksack is in the centre of the circle.

4. Site A16, Allt Beag, Hut Circles and Field System. Hut Circle B, view from the W. The circle is in the foreground in the centre of the picture.

5. Site A18, Armadale House, Mound, view from the S.

6. Site A19, Armadale House, Clearance cairns. Northern ‘robbed’cairn, view from the S.

7. Site A20, Armadale House, farmstead. House A is on the rise immediately to the right of the white pony, house B is in the near left of the picture. Crossing the centre is a modern ditch.

8. Site A20, Armadale House, Farmstead. House C is on top of the rise in the foreground, slightly to the left of the picture.

9. Site A21, Cnoc na Dalach Baite,Bank. View from the S.

10. Site A11, ‘The Priest’s Stone’, recumbent cross slab. View from the W showing marker cairn.

11. Site A24, Dail a’ Bhaite, Homestead. Upright stones are visible in the centre of the picture, view from the NW.

12. Site A23, Dail a’ Bhaite, Hut Circle. Visible stones in the centre of the picture, view from the W.

13. Site A23, Dail a’ Bhaite, Hut Circle, entrance showing door jambs and possible lintel, view from E.

14. Site A25, Enclosure, view from W showing smaller enclosure in  the corner, foreground, and dyke leading NNW, visible stones in the top left of the picture.

15. Site A26, Building, covered by grass and dead bracken in the foreground, view from NW.
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