Dunrobin Glen Archaeological Survey

March 1999


DUNROBIN GLEN

Archaeological Survey March 1999


Wordsworth


 

  Archaeological
 

 
          Services


    4, Balbeg, Balnain, Glenurquhart,

 Inverness-shire IV63   6TL 

  Tel./Fax  01456476 288

email: J.Wordsworth@warchs@demon.co.uk










24th March 1999
Introduction

In 1994 assisted Jill Harden in completing a rapid walk-over archaeological survey of Dunrobin Glen.  This survey identified a number of prehistoric roundhouses as well as more recent remains thought to have been abandoned at the beginning of the 19th century when the glen was cleared for sheep.   The settlement was concentrated to the S of the modern road above the Allt nan Sgeith.  It was not anticipated that significant settlement would be located on the higher ground above the road.  Consequently the majority of the survey effort was concentrated on the lower ground and only a cursory survey was carried out of this higher ground.   As a result no features of major significance were recorded at the N of the survey area.

During planting operations in 1999, supervised by Richard Collis, stone lines and features were observed which were thought to mark roundhouse sites.  As both mounding and planting had occurred in this area, the land agent, Bruce Taylor contacted Jill Harden to arrange for these sites to be properly recorded and to recommend appropriate mitigation work.

Survey method

A walk-over survey was carried out by J Wordsworth on the 21st March in wet conditions, the position of the site being shown by the planting foreman.  While survey work was concentrated on the remains recorded below, the opportunity was taken to walk-over much of the natural terrace sited at c275mOD.  A possible stone structure recorded at cNC 796 049 could not be identified.  As the area had been extensively ploughed, mounded and planted, both observation and walking was difficult.  The underlying vegetation was a mixture of coarse grasses and long heather.

The features recorded below were roughly measured to produce the sketch plan shown as Fig. 2.  Photographs were also taken but the poor weather, overlying vegetation and lack of perspective make these uninformative.   Following the survey the edges of the features were marked by canes, other than site (5) which had already been marked out.

Survey results

The features identified formed part of a small farming settlement as sketched on Fig. 2.  They consisted of:-

1. A south facing longhouse 10m long E/W by 3m wide on stone footings with an internal division in the centre.  Attached to the W end were the remains of a byre 10m long tapering to 2m in width.  A porch 1m long by c1m wide was set at the SE end of the byre next to the house.  No other entrance to the house was visible.  It had not been damaged by ploughing or planting operations.

2. To the S of the building was a large irregular enclosure nearly 20m long by 15m wide maximum.  A possible fold 6m by 5m lay in the NW of this enclosure.  The interior had been partly disturbed by mounding and planting revealing only a very thin topsoil over a stony subsoil.  This was the feature that had been provisionally identified as a roundhouse but it was too irregular in shape and probably too substantial to have ever supported a roof.  It was also sited on a pronounced slope and is more plausibly interpreted as an enclosure linked to the longhouse, though it is not impossible that it was converted from an earlier structure.

3. To the E of the enclosure and S of the house was a reasonably well-preserved corn-drying kiln with a kiln c2m in diameter, surviving up to 1m high.  The building measured 5m by 3m and was fed by a flue facing SW.

4. A small heap of stones, 1.5m in diameter, in the space between the N end of the kiln and the house could not be interpreted, but might be the remains of a store.

5. 60m to the NW of the longhouse and enclosure were the remains of a rectangular enclosure 8m by 10m.  This had already been marked out with canes and had partlyt been disturbed during planting operations.   This as with enclosure (2) could have been adapted from an earlier roundhouse but its rectangular form and situation suggest it is more likely to be a single-period enclosure linked to the sites to the SE.

All these features were set on sloping ground in vegetation of coarse grasses and heather, quite damp in places, especially to the N of the longhouse.  Walls (6) & (7) previously recorded on the OS were also identified, as well as an extra section (8) extending E from the longhouse for c45m then turning N for 30m before disappearing into peat and forestry ploughing.  It presumably extended N to link with wall (7).  A few heaps of clearance cairns, largely masked by vegetation were also identified.  The main concentration was to the N of enclosure (5) but their position was not accurately recorded.

To the N and W of the longhouse and N of enclosure (5) on a relatively level terrace, forestry ploughing had revealed an extensive soil that differed significantly from the black humic peats observed elsewhere.  This grey loamy sand was interpreted as former cultivated ground used to produce the corn (oats or bere) dried in the kiln by the longhouse.  The ground around the S of this field was also grey loamy sand where exposed and may also have been cultivated.  However it may only reflect improved fertility or a soil not already degraded to peats. The ground sloped steeply here and it is clear only patches could ever have been cultivated in contrast to the flatter ground to the N.  The E side of this field had never been cultivated as it consisted of undisturbed peats.

Archaeological significance of these finds  

The remains are consistent with a farm steading still in use at the end of the 18th century before sheep were introduced.  They complement the recorded remains of other post-medieval settlement to the SW across the modern road.  This was not a temporary summer shieling, being instead a permanent settlement.  One of the most significant discoveries was the finding of a corn-drying kiln, demonstrating that the inhabitants were cultivating arable crops at a height of c275mOD (c900 feet OD).  The corn dryer would be an important item of equipment for drying crops in poor seasons.

The site is of archaeological interest and should be preserved, but it is not unique and is replicated by others in this glen and the surrounding area.

Mitigation work

The following recommendations are suggested to repair the damage caused by mounding, ploughing and planting.  In making these recommendations it is recognised that the site was not recorded prior to planting and that the recommendations may not be feasible.  They are based on the following premises

· The archaeological sites are worth preserving

· The core areas of sites (1) –(4) and (5) are more archaeologically significant than the surrounding field.

· Leaving the seedlings in place will eventually cause damage to the surviving archaeology by means of tree roots and possible wind-throw.

· It is not desirable to return the machine to the area to level the mounding holes because it may further damage the sites.

· A suitable exclusion zone should be established around these sites.  The Forestry Commission Guidelines of 20 metres are likely to be too onerous in relation to the existing planting work that has already taken place.

Recommendations

1. Trees within the caned areas should be removed and the mounds in these areas levelled by hand.

2. An exclusion zone of 10m should be cleared of trees around the two caned areas.  The precise edges are to be defined by the local topography.

3. Trees planted directly on the field walls (6) to (9) should also be removed.


Jonathan Wordsworth
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