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Archaeological Assessment of an Area of Proposed Woodland at Abhainn Sgitheach, Heights of Dochcarty, Dingwall, Ross-shire

Introduction

The author was asked by IM Forestry to carry out an archaeological desk-based assessment and rapid walk-over survey of the area of proposed planting  north of the Abhainn Sgitheach, an area of moorland north of Heights of Dochcarty near Dingwall in Easter Ross. The object of the assessment was to locate previously recorded archaeological sites, to confirm their location and the extent of their associated features, and to identify any previously unrecorded archaeological features, then to recommend the areas to be left unplanted to protect the archaeology.

Method

Information on previously recorded archaeological features was acquired from the Highland Region Sites and Monuments Record, held by the Archaeology Unit within the Department of Planning and Development at Highland Council in Inverness. The 1st edition Ordnance Survey map gave information on visible features and land use in the 1870s. This was followed by a rapid walk-over survey carried out on 24.1.02. The survey started in good weather conditions, clear and sunny, but this soon deteriorated to blizzard conditions, at which point the survey was abandoned unfinished. Given the degree of urgency in the completion of this report, it was agreed with the archaeologist in charge of the project at Highland Council that information from previous archaeological survey work carried out in this area would suffice for the initial planning stage of the woodland scheme, on the understanding that a further visit would be made by an archaeologist to review and mark the sites before planting commences.

Topography

The proposed planting area is a fairly featureless hillside sloping steadily NW from the flood plain of the Abhainn Sgitheach to the steeper slopes of the Cioch Mhor. Three small watercourses flow Se to the river. The area is almost entirely heather covered apart from some patches of scrubby trees in the SE, and a young forestry plantation covering part of the lower slope. The ground is high, rising from roughly the 230m contour to 482m on the summit of Cioch Mhor

The Archaeological Survey

The following archaeological sites were recorded during this survey. Recommendations for the protection of these sites is given in italics after each site description.

1. Boundary Marker Stone at NH 5050 6256 This stone, probably formerly identical to the stones at sites 2 and 3, has been split in two, the two sides now being propped against the stump of a wooden fencepost of the obsolete fence line running 1.5m east of the modern fence. It is possible that the stone was removed from its original location to prop up the fencepost, although the two sides are not dug in and can be easily moved. The exposed broken faces are unweathered and show a smooth, imported sandstone. Originally the stone would have measured 30cm wide and 20cm deep, 40cm in total length with a rounded top. As the other two, one face is inscribed with a ‘C’ and one with a ‘T’

2. Boundary Marker Stone at NH 5039 6273 This stone is in its original place, and is marked on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map as ‘stone’

3. Boundary Marker Stone at NH 5022 6299 This stone is also in its original location, with a clear ‘C’ to the west and ‘T’ to the east. It stands 1m east of the obsolete fence line, which itself is now 5m east of the modern fence. The most likely explanation is that these stones represent the march between Cromarty and Tulloch lands, in which case further stones may be discovered along this line. The three stones are not evenly spaced, the distance between 1 and 2 being approximately 200m, and between 2 and 3, just over 300m. 

The three stones, and any others which are discovered, should be protected from planting by an exclusion zone of 5m diameter.

4. Track from NH 5228 6292 to NH 5326 6227 This track is marked on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map and originally continued past the forestry to the west. Its southern end is a ford over the Abhainn Sgitheach just west of the presumed mill site, and at its northern end where it passes through the obsolete fence line just east of the modern fence, metal gateposts indicate that the track and fence were in use at the same time. The track is marked on the modern map as a watercourse, and a ditch has possibly been dug down its route since the track fell into disuse. The track is visible as a sunken route running roughly NW-SE, approximately 1m wide at its base, marked by stones of varying sizes removed from the track and placed along the edges.

It is recommended that this feature be protected from planting by leaving a corridor clear of trees extending for 5m on either side of the track.

5. Cnoc na h-Uamha, Hut Circles and Clearance Cairns at NH 5080 6230, SMR no. NH56SW0010, Scheduled Ancient Monument A settlement of four hut circles :

A. at NH 5074 6224, an uncertain heather-covered circle on a rise immediately to the east of the track. To the north of this are a number of low vegetation covered mounds which may be field clearance piles although no stones are visible.

B. At NH 5077 6234, a heather-covered circle on a platform, most visible from the east. 

C. At NH 5090 6234 and

D. At NH 5091 6234. These two large circles are only a metre apart and occupy a level platform flanked to the north and east by a small stream. The Scheduled area is a circle of approximately 100m diameter centered on these two  huts

           As part of this site is Scheduled, Historic Scotland will require notifying of planting in the vicinity even though the Scheduled area should be left unplanted. It is recommended that the total area left free of planting should extend from this Scheduled area west to the present forest boundary fence, to include the two other hut circles and the field clearance cairns.

6. Cnoc a Mhuilinn, Hut Circles and Field System at NH 5140 6260, SMR no. NH56SW0011  Nine hut circles were located in 1989, as well as stone clearance piles and field boundary walls. This site was only partly visited during this survey; all grid references below are taken from the report by Driscol and Foster in 1989, and descriptions from the Ordnance Survey visit of 1970. Further observations made during this visit are given in italics.

A. at NH 5171 6256 ‘on a knoll, survives as a platform, c.11.5m NW-SE by c.10m, bounded by traces of a wall. Several outer facing stones are visible in the W. arc’ This hut circle is located within the present forestry, in an unploughed and unplanted strip to the west of the Allt na Raichean. It is highly visible on a prominent knoll. It should remain unaffected by the present scheme.

B. At NH 5140 6263 ‘is c. 13m NNW-SSE by c. 11m between the centers of a wall of indeterminate thickness, with one or two outer and inner facing stones visible in the SW arc…A field wall joins the hut in the SE arc.’

C. At NH 5137 6269 ‘is c. 11.5m NNW-SSE by c. 9.5m between the centers of a wall of indeterminate thickness, with the outer face visible intermittently around the S. arc. The mutilated entrance is in the SSE’ This hut circle is visible as a low heather-covered platform. Between huts C and D are three large clearance cairns, also heather-covered.

D. At NH 5132 6268 ‘measures c. 13m NNW-SSE by c.11m between the centers of a wall of uncertain thickness, which has been extensively robbed revealing the inner face of contiguous stones around the E. arc. Occasional outer facing stones occur around the W. arc. The entrance in the SSE is mutilated’ The exposed facing stones of this hut circle are visible as short rows of up to 5 small boulders, particularly in the W. arc. Short sections of field wall are visible to the SW of this.

E. At NH 5146 6281 ‘is c. 13m NW-SE by c. 11m. The ill-defined entrance is in the SE’

F. At NH 5151 6282 ‘is c. 9.5m NW-SE by c.7.5m. The ill-defined entrance is in the SE

G. At NH 5139 6290 ‘ measures c. 13m NW-SE by c.10m between the centers of a denuded wall. The entrance is in the SE.

H. At NH 5160 6230 This site is outside the present planting area

I. At NH 5156 6291 ‘ is represented only by a curving arc of a stony bank, which may represent the collapsed wall of a hut circle c. 9m in diameter. This hut circle is surrounded by clearance heaps and short linear banks 3m to 5m long. These fill the area between the two burns on either side of the hut circle but do not form any obvious hut circle’

As well as these sites, a possible hut circle was noted about 100m south of B during the 1970 Ordnance Survey visit, but was considered ‘not convincing’ in 1989.

As this site was not surveyed thoroughly on this visit due to deteriorating weather conditions, it is impossible to ensure the exact boundaries of the area covered by field walls and clearance piles. It is recommended that until a further visit can be made, a generous exclusion zone should include the entire area from 100m north of hut circles G and J, its western boundary passing 100m west of hut circle D and 20m west of the location of cup-marked stone 9 (see below) and its eastern boundary passing 100m east of hut circles J, F and B and 20m east of cup-marked stone 10. The southern edge of this area should be the fence of the present plantation. It is recommended that a further site visit be made by an archaeologist before planting commences to mark out this area and ensure that no features of prehistoric settlement lie outside it.

7. Cnoc a Mhuilinn, Cup Markings, centred on NH 5140 6260, SMR no. NH56SW0005  Eleven cup-marked stones have been recorded. None were located during this survey and it is assumed that the stones have become overgrown with mosses and lichens since their identification in 1989. It was felt unadvisable to pull off the vegetation in order to achieve an identification, therefore the locations given below are as recorded by Driscoll and Foster in 1989. One stone is located outside the proposed planting area (no. 7), four are within the present forestry plantation (nos. 3-6). Two are within the group of three hut circles and field clearance cairns of Site 6. (Hut circles B,C and D, stones 8 and 11) and four stones are located between these hut circles and the north fence line of the existing plantation (nos. 1,2,9 and 10) Only these last four will require specific protection from planting, and it is recommended that this be done by extending the planting exclusion zone of Site 6 south to the forestry fence. The given locations are listed below:

1. NH 5136 6234

2. NH 5139 6234

3. NH 5145 6241

4. NH 5147 6246

5. NH 5158 6259

6. NH 5165 6254

7. NH 5167 6246

8. NH 5138 6266

9. NH 5131 6348

10. NH 5145 5256

11. NH 5134 6266

All but five of these stones are located within the planting exclusion zone for site 6. and should be adequately protected although they were not located. The other five lie within the present forestry plantation or outside the proposed planting area, and should be unaffected until felling commences or the planting area is extended further south.

Conclusions

It is fortunate that this area has been fairly thoroughly surveyed in the past when the vegetation cover would appear to have been thinner, as even in good weather conditions, it is unlikely that any of the cup-marked stones and the less well defined hut circles would have been located during this rapid survey, nor do the features of the field systems appear as well-defined as they were 20 years ago. One hopes that the decreased visibility of the sites is due to a decreased pressure of grazing in recent years and does not cast doubts on the efficacy of rapid survey work.
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Abhainn Sgitheach: Photographs

1. Site 1. Boundary Marker Stone, split in two, view from East

2. Site 2. Boundary Marker Stone, view from east

3. Site 3. Boundary Marker Stone, view from east

4. Site 4. Track, view from NW

5. Site 5. Hut Circle B in centre of picture, view from NW

6. Site 5. Hut Circles C and D in centre of picture, view from N.

7. Site 5. Hut Circle D, on rise behind bushes, view from east.

8. Site 6. Hut Circle B, exposed stones in SW arc. View from west.
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