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1:0 Background: The Strathnaver Trail

The Strathnaver Trail, covering the area from Farr and Bettyhill on the north coast to Loch Naver approximately 26km south, is being developed to provide access to the archaeological, historical and natural heritage of Strathnaver for both the local community and tourists. This includes the creation of car parking areas and a network of waymarked paths, with disabled access where possible, and a limited number of information on stone plinths.

42 archaeological sites were selected for inclusion in the trail, the criteria for selection including the state of preservation of each site and its ability to withstand visitor pressure. The site themes include prehistoric life, death and fortifications, churches and religious sites, the Clearances, memorials and monuments and 19th century buildings. Within the 42 sites are 16 Scheduled Monuments and one Listed building.

1:2 Background: Grummore and Grumbeg

Grummore and Grumbeg are both located on the north shore of Loch Naver, and both are pre-Clearance townships with associated prehistoric monuments: at Grummore a broch on the loch shore and hut circles and a burnt mound to the north of the township, and at Grumbeg a chambered cairn, a cup-marked stone and a hut circle. The placenames suggest a possible Norse influence (ON: Grimr) and both settlements are recorded in Timothy Pont’s survey carried out between 1583 and 1596 (Growb Moir and Growb Beg) Both were depopulated during a notorious episode during the Strathnaver Clearances in 1819, since when the land has been used only for sheep grazing. A forestry plantation covers part of the west of Grummore, and there is an international caravan site on the loch shore. Both sites are Scheduled Monuments.

1:3 Background: The Watching Brief

In order to protect the archaeology at the two sites during the construction of the car parks and laybys, a brief for archaeological work was prepared by the archaeology Unit of Highland Council Department of Planning and Development. This brief specified the monitoring of all site ground works, so that any finds or features of importance could be recorded to professional standards. 

This specification included any ancillary work such as drainage channels, landscaping or embankment works, works compounds or stone pits as well as the car parking areas.

Scheduled Monument Consent was granted for the proposed works, a description of which included the specification that a watching brief would be carried out. The Scottish Ministers were satisfied that the work could be carried out without detriment to the historic, archaeological or architectural integrity of the monuments.

The author was invited by Highland Council in September 2001 to carry out the watching brief at Grummore and Grumbeg. Due to delays with the contractor, Highland Council Roads Dept, the work was not carried out until December 4th and 5th. Work on both days took place in clear, cold and dry weather conditions

2:1 The Watching Brief: Grummore

2:1:1 Proposal: Provision of an informal ‘off-road’ car park for five cars using the existing field access track on the north side of the road to the west of Grummore Burn bridge. This proposal utilizes an existing plateau area approximately 14m by 25m. The access track runs in from an existing passing place, which  will be widened to the east for improved visibility.

2:1:2  Site Description: The ‘plateau’ area of the car park is a roughly rectangular area aligned approximately NE-SW, draining gently NE to the Grummore Burn and with a probable spring in the west corner, marked by a damp reed-covered patch. It has the appearance of an area of former cultivation, being level and relatively stone free, with field clearance cairns on two sides (Photo no. 1) 

To the north of the area are two substantial cairns at the base of a stony slope. As there is no evidence for cleared fields higher up this slope, it is assumed that the material was cleared from the car park area. The more easterly of these two cairns,(cairn 1) located north of the NE corner of the car park area by approximately 3m is circular, with a diameter of 3.5m, and consists of both large and small stones. (Photo no. 2) The second large cairn (cairn 2) is SW of the first, approximately 2m from the edge of the car park area, is oval in shape and appears to be made up of larger stones, now grass and bracken covered.(Photo no. 3) 

The SE edge of the area, running parallel to the road and ditch, and set back from the ditch by approximately 2m, has the appearance of a bank built up with clearance stones, now grass-covered. To the SW end of this bank is a low grass-covered clearance cairn,(cairn 3) triangular in shape and measuring 1m by 2m.(Photo no. 4) At the SE corner of the car park area is a fourth clearance cairn, (cairn 4) sickle-shaped and built around an in situ boulder, consisting of small stones (Photos 5 and 6)

2:1:3 The Watching Brief: Topsoil stripping of the area of the car park revealed a homogeneous brown sandy soil, relatively stone free and with no other visible features.(Photo no. 7) In order to make up the required width of the car park, either cairns 1 and 2 or cairns 3 and 4 would lie close enough to its edge to be in danger of damage. It was agreed that cairns 1 and 2 should be protected by shifting the car park area slightly to the SE, this had the result of removing part of cairn 4 (Photos 8 and 9) The material removed proved to be typical small field clearance cairns.

2:1:4 Grummore Watching Brief, Conclusions: The conclusion of the author is that while the car park was placed on an area of land which had had a function as an area of cultivation probably contemporary with the pre-Clearance township, the damage to the archaeological record is minimal, as the associated field clearance cairns remain, with one exception, undamaged. These cairns could be used in the interpretation of the car park for the visiting public as a starting point for their visit to the township.

2:2 The Watching Brief, Grumbeg

2:2:1 Proposal: The provision of a 3-car layby on the outside bend of the road, at present a passing place. This passing place to be relocated to the excavated area on the inside of the bend. The proposed layby flanks an existing field access, allowing for two cars to the east and one car to the west of this access track. Minor visibility splays will extend at either end of the passing place. 

2:2:2: Site Description: The north side of the road, the area of the proposed relocated passing place, has already been cut into the bank, presumably to allow improved visibility for vehicles rounding the bend (Photo no. 10) The present face of the bank is stabilized at approximately 45º and is presumed to be grassed-over subsoil. Below this bank, the area level with the road is covered with patches of imported material such as subsoil and gravel, also mortar which is presumed to date from repairs to the drystone wall on the other side of the road. Above the bank the ground slopes up gently to the church site and old burial ground approximately 40m away. This ground is stony and has some field clearance piles, none close to the top of the bank.

On the other side of the road, the ground falls away sharply from the road edge to the base of the drystone wall. This indicates that the ground level has been substantially built up with imported material during the building of the passing place, leaving only 1m between the edge of the passing place and the dyke.

2:2:3 The Watching Brief: The surface of the area at the base of the bank to the north of the road was removed. This material was a mixture of subsoil and the aforementioned imported soils, gravel and mortar. An exploratory scoop was made into the bank to see if its material was suitably to be used as hardcore, but it proved to have too high an organic content, so the bank was left intact and the scoop later reinstated. (Photos 11 and 12). The passing place area was extended east and west. No archaeological features were revealed. No excavation was involved with the construction of the layby on the south side of the road, as the extensions to this area required building up to the level of the road. Material for this was to be brought on site from the existing quarry to the south of Grumbeg, outwith the Scheduled area.

2:2:4 Grumbeg Watching Brief, Conclusions: The conclusion of the author is that there was no damage to any archaeological feature during the construction of the layby and passing place.

3. General Conclusions and Comments

As no features of the two townships have been recorded at either of the locations of the watching briefs, it was not anticipated that any archaeology would be affected, although the areas of work both lie within the Scheduled areas of the sites. The identification of the car park site at Grummore as an area of former cultivation does indicate that areas without any recorded features also had a function. The overall pattern of land use at Grummore and Grumbeg has yet to be plotted by detailed archaeological survey, but will offer as interesting an insight into life at these settlements as the standing ruins.
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