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Archaeological Assessment of an area of Proposed Forestry at Upper Dounreay Farm, Dounreay, Caithness

1. Introduction

The author was asked by IM Forestry to carry out an archaeological assessment of Upper Dounreay Farm in advance of a proposed Woodland Grant Scheme. This is an area already known to contain a number of important archaeological sites dating to the Neolithic and Bronze Ages, but whose extent and survival was in some cases unknown. These sites are associated with ritual and burial practices, and can be considered to form a ‘ritual landscape’ where the sites need to be evaluated in relation to each other and to other landscape features. Therefore, any planting plan would need to include the protection of this ritual landscape as well as other factors such as its visibility as a landscape from key viewpoints, and public access and interpretation. This would mean in practical terms the extension of buffer zones left clear of planting to include lines of sight from one archaeological feature to another, and possibly areas where archaeological sites are known to have existed but have now no visible remains

A second object of the assessment is to locate previously unrecorded archaeological features within the proposed planting area, and to propose measures to protect these by leaving unplanted buffer zones or altering the method of planting, eg hand mounding rather than mechanical.

2. General Description and Topography

Upper Dounreay farm is located approximately 15km west of Thurso, and directly inland from the UKAEA site at Dounreay, which dominates the landscape. The farm consists of mainly improved fields enclosed by traditional Caithness flagstone dykes, with unimproved rough grazing to the south and rising gently to a heather-covered ridge to the east. A low spur of this ridge extends west into the farmland, and it is on this ridge that the greater number of the prehistoric monuments are located. To the north of the farm, a low lying rush-covered area known as Achreamie Moss was formerly open water until drained during improvements. Seven accommodation camps dating to the Second World War, as well as an administration block, were sited on the farm, and several derelict buildings from this period are scattered across the landscape.

3. Method

A desk-based assessment of the area of the proposed WGS was carried out making use of the following resources:

· Highland Region Sites and Monuments Record, held by the Archaeology Unit within the Department of Planning and Development at Highland Council

· Aerial photographs and the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map, also held by the Archaeology Unit.

George Watson of Thurso, and Leslie Myatt of Braal both kindly gave their time to discuss the state of the stone rows at Upper Dounreay based on their extensive knowledge of Caithness antiquities.

A walk-over survey was carried out on February 5th and 7th 2002. Weather conditions were occasionally wintry but generally clear with good visibility. The entire area of the proposed planting area was walked over to identify previously unrecorded archaeological features, after which effort was concentrated on attempting to locate the stone rows.

4. Evaluation of Sites

4.1 The following sites form the ‘ritual landscape’ Sites 1-5 are located outside the proposed WGS, sites 6-9 and 12 are in areas of proposed open ground within the WGS, and sites 10 and 11 are at present within proposed planting areas.

1. Cnoc Freiceadain Long Cairn at ND 0133 6542, SMR no. ND06NW0010, Scheduled Ancient Monument

2. Cnoc Freiceadain, Long Cairn at ND 012 653, SMR no. ND06NW0004, Scheduled Ancient Monument

These two cairns dominate the ridge overlooking Upper Dounreay. They lie outside the proposed planting area and are under the guardianship of Historic Scotland, with car parking and a waymarked path from the Achreamie-Shebster road to the east. Henshall (AS Henshall, The Chambered Tombs of Scotland Vols 1 & 2, 1963 and 1972) groups these two cairns, together with the Upper Dounreay (Site 6.) Hill of Shebster and Cnoc na h-Uiseig (NE of Lower Dounreay) chambered cairns as a small but significant cluster. The two cairns on Cnoc Freiceadain form the most significant viewpoint for the monuments on the Upper Dounreay ridge.

3. Cnoc Freiceadain, Cairn at ND 0138 6585, SMR no. ND06NW0009 This small cairn is located at the top of the ridge along which all the prehistoric monuments are sited, and is outside the boundary of the proposed WGS.

4. Stone Rows at ND 01170 6595, SMR no. ND06NW0008 Scheduled Ancient Monument. This monument is located in thick heather growth and the number of visible stones is reduced from an original estimated 115 in 13 rows to less than 20, but the remaining stones are known to be preserved under the heather and moss (Photo no. 1) The rows run roughly SE away from the two cairns (Site 5) and occupy in total an area 13m wide at the narrow end and 35m wide at the splayed end, and 30m in length. Therefore the entire site lies safely outside the boundary of the proposed WGS. (Information from the Inventory of Ancient and Historical Monuments in Caithness, c. 1910)

5. Creag Bhreac Mhor, Two cairns at ND 0111 6599 and ND 0113 6599 These cairns, originally erroneously described as hut circles, are denuded cairns with central depressions, measuring 5m and 3m in diameter, occupying a high point overlooking the stone rows. They lie just outside the boundary of the proposed WGS.

6. Upper Dounreay Chambered Cairn at ND 0079 6604, SMR no. ND06NW0005 This horned cairn is a visible feature approximately 27m in total diameter occupying a high point on the ridge and overlooking the site of the stone rows (Site 7)

7. Stone Rows (Site of) at ND007 660, SMR no. ND06NW0003 There is now no race of these stone rows. Approximately 60 wrer still visible in 1915, and four individual stones are noted on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map, at ND 0072 6604, ND 0075 6602, ND 0083 6600 and ND 0084 6598, apparently following the line of the small rock face above which the chambered cairn (site 6) is located. It is unclear whether the stone rows radiated from this cairn. The field is grassy, with the same soil type as the field, recently ploughed in which the stone rows (site 11) were located. It appears that this field too has been drained and cultivated as close to the rock face as practical, although no change in vegetation is visible.

The field was investigated by selecting random lines across the probable area of stone rows and probing to a depth of approximately 0.15m every 0.1m. No stones were located below the surface. It is considered highly unlikely that the stones would have sunk so that their tops are lower than a shallow plough depth, and the conclusion is that all the stones have now been removed.

8. Creag Bhreac Bheag, Standing Stone at ND 0062 6607, SMR no. ND06NW0002 This is a highly visible feature (Photo no. 2) at the edge of the area of the stone rows (site 7) and forming an approximate line from the chambered cairn (site 6) and the cairn and site of stone rows (sites 10 and 11) (see Photo no, 9)

9. Hut Circle at ND 0055 6607, SMR no. ND06NW0032 This is a poorly visible feature adjacent to the farm track, (Photo no. 3) It is a slight grassy ring with no visible stones, and no associated cultivation features.

10. Three cairns at ND 0030 6600, SMR no. ND06NW0030 One of these cairns, at ND 0034 6604 has the appearance of a typical hut circle, with a diameter of 12m on a level platform (Photo no. 4) The second is a very slight low grassy mound at ND 0031 6602, with one visible stone, and the third at ND 0027 6607 is also a very slight rise, visible as a mound when seen on the horizon from below, with one stone (Photo no. 5). All three lie within previously drained and cultivated fields from which generally all surface stones have been removed, and the survival of these features suggests that they were previously much more substantial, and the first, now only visible as a ring, may indeed have been a large cairn.

11. Stone Rows (Site of) at ND 0020 6610, SMR no. ND06NW0006 The site of these stone rows is a featureless field (Photo no. 6) If the rows originally conformed to a typical pattern of radiating downhill from a focal cairn, they would have radiated from the point of view of the photograph, which was taken from cairn 3 (site 10) Conversation with the farm worker revealed that although he had lived in the area for 47 years, he had never seen stones in the field, and he himself had ploughed the field without turning up any stones. Although several piles of stones have been dumped at the edge of the field, none are specifically from this field and appear to be more mixed rubble from the demolition of military installations. The conclusion is that the stone rows have been completely removed during draining and cultivating the field, and any clearance piles are likely to have been used to form the foundations of adjacent military buldings.

These stone rows have also been considered to be the graves of the dead from the Battle of Ruaig Haunsaid in the 15th century (See discussion, below)

12. Standing Stone (Site of) at ND 0013 6596, SMR no. ND06NW0001 There is now no trace of this stone, which is considered to have been removed in 1940 during the construction of military installations. Its given location lies within one of the accommodation camps where rubble such as field clearance stones can be seen to have been moved to form foundations for buildings. It is possible that the standing stone was broken up for this purpose.

4.2 Site of Battle of Ruaig Haunsaid: Discussion

The stone rows along the ridge known as Druim na Ceud (Hill of the Hundred [graves]) have been traditionally considered to be the graves of the fallen in this battle. This is considered to be unlikely for the following reasons:

· The historical account of the battle suggests that it was a running skirmish, covering the ground between the Druim na Ceud and Sandside, rather than a stand-off on the ridge, and the numbers of the dead in an inter-clan feud are likely to have been relatively few.

· It is a generally held traditional belief that prehistoric monuments mark the graves of legendary or historical figures, although these monuments predate these burials by many centuries. The local tradition about druim na ceud is probably typical of this

· No bones have been turned up during draining and ploughing of the field in question

· The context of the stone rows in an area rich in other prehistoric monuments would strongly suggest that these too are prehistoric in origin.

4.3 Protection of the ‘Ritual landscape’

The three issues involved in the preservation of this complex are considered to be as follows;

· Preservation of individual features

· Preservation of visual aspect of the landscape

· Access

4.3.1 Preservation of individual features: Only sites 10 and 11 lie outside the existing proposed areas of open ground within the WGS. It is recommended that the open ground be extended to include all 3 cairns of site 10, and an area NW of cairn 3 to give an impression of the presumed location of site 11, extending for, say, 50m from the edge of the cairn

4.3.2 Preservation of visual aspects of the landscape. The main viewpoints are: from the two long cairns on Cnoc Freiceadain, from the cairn at the top of the E-W ridge (site 3) and from individual sites on the ridge to each other. In all three cases, it would seem undesirable for the line of the ridge to be broken by a band of trees. (See landscape photographs 7, 8 and 9) As the inclusion of sites 10 and 11 into the open ground would have the desired effect of the entire ridge from the cairn at the summit to the site of the stone rows at the bottom, there would be no further need to alter the boundaries of the proposed open ground, except immediately to the west of Site 5, where planting into the corner would obscure the line of sight along the ridge. This would only require a slight rounding off of the corner.

The height of the trees planted immediately to the south of the ridge may obscure some of the lower lying points of interest from a viewpoint at Cnoc Freiceadain (see landscape photograph) and it is hoped that this can be considered when planning areas of different tree species.

4.3.3 Access. It is presumed that the present public access to the Scheduled stone rows, (site 4) is from the car park provided for the Cnoc Freiceadain cairns. If access to the sites further down the ridge is being considered, this could be provided by the construction of a stile over the boundary fence west of the stone rows. Interpretation of the sites could be incorporated into he panels at the Cnoc Freiceadain cairns.

4.4 The following features dating to the Second World War are located on Upper Dounreay Farm:

A. Accommodation camp, ‘Blenheim’ This camp lies within the proposed planting area. It originally consisted of 28 buildings, of which 23 were accommodation Nissen huts. In addition were 3 ablution huts, a drying room and a camp boss. Of all these structures, only two of the ablution huts were brick built, and the one standing building remaining on the site must be one of these (Photo no. 10) Apart from this, the only remains of the camp are the rubble foundations of buildings, now overgrown, and one concrete base now incorporated in a small sheep pen. The entrance to the camp is flanked by two small concrete plinths marked with a ‘D’ of unknown function.(Photo no. 11)

The following are allocated in areas of proposed open ground, and were not investigated:

B. Accommodation camp, ‘Boston’ This is the camp preserved for the use of construction workers for Dounreay during the 1960s but is now mostly demolished. A few unsightly derelict structures remain. 
C. Accommodation Camp, ‘Swordfish’

D. Accommodation camp, ‘Hurricane’

E. Accommodation Camp, ‘Martinet’

F. Accommodation Camp, ‘Corsair’

G. Graphite Store

H. Accommodation Camp, ‘Reliant’

I. Administration Block

The following are isolated structures:

J. Building This brick building is located within a small area of proposed open ground, so should be unaffected by the scheme

K. Water tank This large structure lies within the proposed planting area but is unlikely to be adversely affected as it is massively constructed of reinforced iron panels on a concrete base. (Photo no. 12) It is in a derelict state and will probably soon deteriorate to a state where it would be dangerous to livestock, but if it is within a planted area it can presumably be left for the future interest of enthusiasts of military structures of the Second World War.

4.5  The following archaeological features were located during the walk-over survey:

13. Building at ND 0099 6621 This building is recorded on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map. It is visible as a grassy rectangular mound, with one stone and one brick (pre-WW2) protruding from the turf. An irregularly shaped enclosure extends west of the building which is aligned approximately NE-SW (Photo no. 13)

14. Building at ND 0106 6616 This building is aligned NNE-SSW, measures 5m by 3.5m and is divided into two compartments, with a small annexe to the NNE. Above it, at ND 0104 6613 is a well, which is marked on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map. A ditch runs from this well towards the building, diverts SE then NE to pass the building and join the main ditch crossing the area of former cultivation. (Photo no. 14)
15. Fields at ND 0094 6631 and ND 0105 6624 Two former areas of cultivation are defined by ditches/dykes. The western field, with more substantial dykes, is indicated on the present map. Both areas have the appearance of level, well-drained ground with slightly different grass species from the surrounding rushy ground.

16. Dykes at ND 0110 6625. A network of dykes or ditches on the hill slope, more likely to represent a pattern of drainage than division of areas of cultivation. This is an area of unimproved land, and these features presumably date to a pre-improvement period of land use, possibly contemporary with the two buildings (sites 13 and 14)  A well-defined trackway also crosses this area approximately E-W, this does not appear to connect with any other known trackways.

17. Cistern at ND 0027 6543 This concrete structure is partly infilled with rubble, but a small tank is still filled with water and covered by stone slabs . This feature is within an area of proposed open ground and will be unaffected. (Photo no. 15)

18. Possible Cairn at ND 0083 6526 This feature is visible as a slight rise in the middle of an improved field, spread to 14m in diameter. Two upright slabs are set along a NE-SW axis, measuring 0.7m in height and 1.35m and 1m in length. There appears to be a trench or collapsed passage running to these stones from the NW (Photo no. 16)

19. Two Hut Circles at NC 9928 6498 and NC 9925 6501 These are marked on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map as Sheep enclosures, but appear to be typical hut circles. The first lies mostly outside the boundary of the proposed WGS and is crossed by the modern fence. It has a diameter of 12.5m. The second, within the WGS area, has a diameter of 11m.(Photo no. 17)

20. Dykes at NC 9922 6500 These turf and stone dykes are as marked on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map. The main dyke begins above Achunabust Farm and originally ran as far as the Dounreay Burn but is now obscured by recent housing development. (Photo no. 18)
5. Recommendations for the protection of sites located during the walk-over survey

5.1 The following sites should be protected from planting by a buffer zone of 20m diameter extending from the edge of the feature:

Site 13:  Building

Site 14:  Building and well

Site 18:  Possible cairn

Site 19: Two hut circles. Although one circle is almost entirely outside the boundary of the planting area, it is recommended that the two be treated as one site and included in one buffer zone

5.2 The following sites should be protected from planting by a zone left unplanted extending 5m on either side of the visible feature:

Site 15: Fields: the dykes but not the fields themselves should be protected from planting

Site 16: Dykes

Site 20: Dykes
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The Photographs

1. Site no. 4, Stone Rows, view from the SE. The stones fill the heather covered area in the foreground.

2. Site no. 8, Standing Stone, view from the ENE
3. Site no. 9, Hut circle, view from the S. The hut circle is on the grassy area immediately behind the track.

4. Site no. 10, Three cairns. Cairn 1, possibly a hut circle, view from the NE

5. Site no.10, Three cairns, Cairn 3, indicated by the stone in the foreground, view from the west.

6. Site no. 11, Stone Rows, site of. View from Cairn 3, Site no. 10, looking west. 

7. View from Site no. 4, Stone Rows (site of) towards, from right to left, Site 6, Horned Cairn, Site 7, site of stone rows, Site 8, standing stone, occupying the pale grassy ridge in front of the Dounreay buildings.

8. View from Site no. 7, site of stone rows, towards Sites 1 and 2, Cnoc Freiceadain, on the horizon.

9. View from Site 6, Horned Cairn, to Site 8, Standing Stone ( centre) with Site no. 7, Stone Rows, to the middle left.

10. Site A, Accommodation Camp Blenheim, remaining standing building.

11. Site A, Accommodation Camp Blenheim, ‘D’ plinths flanking entrance.

12. Site K, Water tank

13. Site 13, Building, view from the SW. This site is poorly visible under grass in the foreground

14. Site 14, Building, view from the SW. This building is poorly visible in the foreground

15. Site 17, Cistern

16. Site 18, Possible Cairn, view from the S. The upright stones are in the centre of the mound

17. Site 19, Hut Circle, view from the SE

18. Site 20, Dykes, view from the SE.
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