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Archaeological Assessment of the Route of Backies Sludge Transfer Pipeline, Backies, Golspie, Sutherland

1. Introduction

The author was asked by Halcrow group Ltd to carry an archaeological desk-based assessment and walk-over survey of the route of the proposed sludge pipeline from Backies Water Treatment Works to an existing foul sewer at Rhives farm. The object of the evaluation was to identify known archaeological features and locate previously unrecorded features which lie on or near the route of the pipeline, and to assess the potential impact of the project on the archaeological record.

Where individual archaeological features are likely to be adversely affected, recommendations will be made on mitigating measures to reduce or avoid the impact, these will range from minor adjustments to the pipeline route to avoid archaeological features, to reinstatement of features such as dykes when work is completed, or the further recording of features where damage is inevitable.

Any decisions on further archaeological input to the project will be made in consultation with the Senior Archaeologist in charge of the project at Highland Council.

2. Method

2:1  Desk-Based Assessment

Information on previously recorded archaeological features along the pipeline route was obtained from the Highland Region Sites and Monuments Record, held by the Archaeology Unit at Highland Council in Inverness. Only one recorded feature was noted: the chambered cairn at Benbhraggie Wood, which is a Scheduled Ancient Monument (Site 13, below)

The 1st edition Ordnance Survey map, dating to the 1880s, gave information on land use at the end of the 19th century, and noted all standing features, including pre-crofting farmsteads. Apart from the cottages at Golspie Tower, only one structure was noted along the pipeline route (Site 1, below)

Background information on the Backies and Rhives area was obtained from articles in Firthlands of Ross and Sutherland, ed. JR Baldwin (1986)

2:2  The Walk-Over Survey

This was carried out on 7.1.02. Unfortunately the recent snowfalls had not cleared as well as expected, and there was considerable drifting in the upper sections of the survey route, particularly the steep, rough ground between Backies Water Treatment Works and the first improved field. Below this, the snow cover was thin enough to enable archaeological features to be identified. The entire route of the proposed pipeline was walked over, and all man-made features were noted. All those which are considered to have some archaeological interest are listed below, and where it is felt that recommendations should be made to protect the archaeology, these are given in italics after the description of each site.

Site 1. Building at NC 8294 0258  This is marked as a roofed building on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map, dating to around 1880, and is most likely contemporary with the Backies crofts although on uncultivated land itself. It is located next to a track which leads to two higher croft holdings. Unfortunately, the visible remains of this building were covered by snowdrifts at the time of the survey, and were difficult to interpret (Photo no. 1). Only 2m of the S facing wall were visible, with what appears to be one side of a doorway to the west. A wall running approximately N-S appears to be an internal division, the building east of this is filled with rubble and overgrown while to the west all but a short section of the back wall appears to have been removed, and it is impossible to say how far west the building originally extended.

The proposed route of the pipeline appears to pass directly through this building. It is recommended that the route be altered westwards slightly to avoid it. If this proves impractical, it is recommended that the building be recorded by measured and photographic means before work commences.

Site 2.  Stone Dyke at NC 8294 0255   The slight remains of a stone dyke can be seen running down the west bank of the Allt an Tuirc (Photo no. 2). This may not be a continuous feature, as the stream drops steeply below this.

No mitigating action is considered necessary to protect this feature.

Site 3.  Drystone Dyke at NC 8294 0252 Although more ruinous further east, the drystone dyke at the point where it is proposed that it be crossed by the pipeline is in good condition (Photo no. 3)

It is recommended that this dyke be reinstated in its original style when work is completed.

Site 4.  Drystone Dyke at NC 8294 0243  At the point where the pipeline crossing is proposed, this dyke has already been removed during the laying of a previous water main, although it is in better condition further east.

No mitigating action is considered necessary to protect this feature.

Site 5.  Forest Dyke and Trackway at NC 8295 0234, Forest Dyke at NC 8298 0207 Some of the areas marked as forestry on the 1st edition ordnance Survey map of the 1880s are contained by a substantial, broad, turf and stone dyke. This early style of dyke suggests that these may have been plantations contemporary with the main planting of the Dunrobin policies at the beginning of the 19th century. A well preserved section of such a dyke is at NC 8295 0234, with the trackway to the higher croft holdings running alongside (Photo no. 4). Another section, less well preserved, runs alongside the road at NC 8298 0207 (Photo no. 5) marked by the row of mature trees set back from the road ditch. The trees growing in these plantations are now fairly young deciduous, suggesting that the original plantings have been felled.

These dykes do no lie on the pipeline route and should be unaffected by the present project.

Site 6. Retaining Dyke at NC8307 0193 The dyke at the bottom of the croft fields at this point is partly retaining wall, partly consumption dyke (Photo no. 6)

No mitigating action is considered necessary

Site 7. Drystone Dykes at NC 8311 0190 and NC 8319 0184 Two poorly constructed rubble dykes, which are already in a fairly ruinous state

No mitigating action is considered necessary.

Site 8. Retaining Wall at NC 8366 0224  This retaining wall holds the bank which has been cut back to allow the road to drop to the bridge. At this point, the dyke has already been damaged by the insertion of a previous water main.

No mitigating action is considered necessary.

Site 9. Golspie Tower, Street at NC 8318 0128 Running directly by the road is a row of 19th century cottages. Originally possibly up to six cottages with outhouses, they now range from uninhabited or derelict to ruinous or entirely removed. The only original 19th houses still inhabited are the one at the SW end of the street and the one set back from the road to the NE. The remains of a drystone dyke runs below the road.

None of these buildings is likely to be adversely affected, so no mitigating measures are required.

Site 10. Drystone Dyke at NC 8328 0127 The dyke forming the boundary between the Golspie Tower cottage holdings and the farmland is a well-preserved drystone dyke (Photo no. 7)

It is recommended that this dyke be reinstated in its original style when work is completed.

Site 11. Drystone Dykes at NC 8328 0102 As the pipeline route passes through the farmland, it crosses dykes at three points: The first, at NC 8331, 0110, is in good condition, the second, at NC 8328 0102, is also in good condition, but the pipeline route passes through an existing gap. The third dyke has already been entirely removed. After this, the pipeline route runs alongside a fourth dyke, well preserved and in what appears to be a slightly earlier style: triangular in section and very broad at the base, at least 1.5m wide. The pipeline crosses this dyke through an existing gateway.

It is recommended that the first dyke be reinstated in its original style, and that care be taken during work to avoid damage to the fourth dyke, particularly by undermining it by running the trench too close to its foundations.

Site 12. Cistern at NC 8300 0073  A stone-faced cistern, or well, is located in the field NW of the route of the pipeline (Photo no. 8)

This feature should lie far enough from the pipeline route to be unaffected, but it is recommended that it be located and marked to prevent accidental damage from turning vehicles, etc.

Site 13. Benbhraggie Wood Chambered Cairn at NC 8299 0060, Scheduled Ancient Monument This archaeological site is located amidst mature trees on a knoll a short distance from the trackway down which the route of the pipeline runs. (See Cover Photo)

This site should be far enough from the route to be unaffected.

Site 14. Trackway and dyke at NC 8290 0058 This section of the pipeline route runs down a farm access track. There are the traces of a dyke running along the north side of the track, where there is now a line of mature trees. At the bottom end of the track (opposite site 15) the track is raised up to 2m above the field to its south.

Site 15. Cistern and pool at NC 8278 0046 A small roofed stone building appears to be a roofed cistern, possibly still in use. South of this is a roughly square sunken area defined by stone retaining walls, through the water draining from the cistern still flows, which may originally have been a pond (Photo no. 9) In the field behind these features, a well is marked on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map. This was not located.

These features lie far enough from the route of the pipeline to be unaffected.

3. Conclusions and Comments

The conclusion of this assessment is that the effect of the project on the archaeological record will be slight. All the features to be affected, almost entirely dykes, date to the 19th century and are either croft boundary dykes or superior field boundary dykes on the improved farmland. While it is recommended that some of the well-preserved dykes be reinstated, this is more on aesthetic grounds than for the preservation of archaeology. It is hoped that the one building in danger of damage from the project, the croft building at the top end of the route, can be preserved by a minor alteration to the route.
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The Photographs

1. Site 1. Building, view from SSW. More of the building is assumed to extend left of the visible section.

2. Site 2. Dyke running down the stream, some stones are visible on the far bank, centre picture.

3. Site 3. Drystone Dyke. The wooden post marks the point where the pipeline will cross

4. Site 5. Forest boundary dyke, with trackway running parallel in the foreground, view from the west.

5. Site 5. Forest Boundary dyke running parallel to the road, marked by the row of mature trees, view from the SE.

6. Site 6. Retaining Wall View from SE, the wooden post marks the point at which the pipeline will cross.

7. Site 10. Drystone Dyke at Golspie Tower. The pipeline will cross this dyke at approximate centre of the picture.

8. Site 12, Cistern view from the south

9. Site 14, Cistern and pond, view from the south. The pipeline route runs down the track in the foreground
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