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Introduction

In January 2001, the author was asked by Delta North to carry out an initial desk-based assessment of the North Coast Water Scheme. This scheme consists of a new water main between Hoy in Caithness and Tongue in Sutherland. Between January and August, as the route of the water main was revised and refined, further desk-based assessments were carried out, to identify known archaeological features in the vicinity of the route and locate areas of potential archaeological interest. No walk-over survey was carried out at this stage. This walk-over survey covers the third section of the project, where the route is more or less finalized, and is intended to locate archaeological features not previously recorded but visible on the ground within the wayleave of the proposed pipeline, and to assess the potential impact of the project on these and the previously recorded archaeological features.

Method. 

The entire route of the proposed pipeline was walked over by the author on October 10th 2001, covering a corridor at least 20m wide, noting all visible archaeological features. This was carried out in clear and sunny conditions.

The Archaeological Sites

The following archaeological sites had been previously identified in the desk-based assessment. Where required, recommendations and comments are added in italics after the description of each site.

Site M1, Portskerra: Cairn at NC 8735 6526, SMR no. NC86NE0024: this cairn is now some distance from the finalized route, and will not be affected.

Site M2, Gibigill Burn: Hut Circles and Field Systems at NC 899 633. SMR no. NC86SE0006 Scheduled Ancient Monument. A settlement of five hut circles, four of which are on the east side of the road. The field system is almost entirely to the west of the road, apart from some field clearance cairns among the hut circles. The route of the pipeline has been altered to pass to the east of the site. The four hut circles were located during the walk-over survey. They are not very visible features in rough grazing. (Photo no. 8) No associated features were identified to the east of the group, along the pipeline route. One field bank was noted to the north (Photo no. 9) (See below, Site M16)

This site should be unaffected by the present project. However, as it is a Scheduled Ancient Monument, Scheduled Monument Consent will be required, and a more precise definition of the Scheduled area, to ensure that the route definitely does not pass through this. In addition, the site should be marked to prevent accidental damage from plant turning or the dumping of materials, and it should not be crossed as an access route from the road to the pipeline.

Site M3, Bighouse: Hut Circle at NC 9005 6372, SMR no. NC96SW0001 The pipeline route passes on the other side of the road from this site, which will not be affected.

Site M4, Cnoc a’ Mhail: Enclosure at NC 9156 6453, SMR no. NC96SW0017 This site, recorded on the SMR, was not located in 1981. Its given location is some distance from the pipeline route; if this is correct, it will not be affected. If its give location is incorrect, it may be the same feature as identified during the walk-over survey (see below, Site M17)

Site M5, Achadh na Gaodha: Field Walls at NC 942 646, SMR no. NC96SW0014 These features all appear to be located on the north side of the road. No associated features were located along the pipeline route on the south side of the road.

Site M6, Reay: Bridge at NC 9572 6461, SMR no. NC96SE0051. This Listed bridge is now at some distance from the pipeline route, and will not be affected.

Site M8, Croft Buildings at NC 8857 6375. A group of two large and four small buildings with associated enclosures, as recorded on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map. The original pipeline route appeared to pass so close as to damage one of the buildings. The route has now been altered to pass well to the north, on the other side of a field boundary. This site was visited during the walk-over survey, and was found to be croft buildings overlying the footings of an earlier farmstead, characterized by a long building running down the hill slope (Photo no. 6) and associated enclosures.

The following sites have been added as a result of the walk-over survey along the revised route. Recommendations and comments are added in italics after the description of each site

Site M9, Pit at NC 8721 6479 This grassy artificial hole has a diameter of approximately 2m and is surrounded by a low ring of spoil, covered  by grass and heather. The hole is less than 1m deep, and some pieces of rusty iron parts can be seen partly buried. The original function of this pit is unclear; it seems unlikely to have been dug to dispose of domestic rubbish. This site is approximately 100m south of the finalized pipeline route and should be unaffected.                                                                                 (Photo no. 1)

Site M10, Melvich: Chambered Cairn at NC 8821 6443, SMR no. NC86SE0001 The revised route of the pipeline now passes close to this site, which has not been previously noted within this assessment. The cairn is a clearly visible feature albeit gorse-covered, adjacent to a turf dyke, the original head dyke of the township, which runs just within the present fence. (Photo no. 2) The revised route of the pipeline runs outside this fence and should not affect either the chambered cairn or the turf dyke.

Site M11 Trackway at NC 8826 6437 A line of boulders running WNW from a gateway marks on side of a redundant track.(Photo no. 3) West of the stream (the culvert is modern) the track turns SW towards an area of old cultivation 

The section of trackway running along the outside of the present fence lies within the 20m wayleave for the pipeline, and will inevitably be destroyed by the excavation of the trench. As this feature continues beyond this point, and has now been recorded, it is felt that this damage is acceptable, and no further action need be taken to protect the trackway.

Site M12 Enclosure at NC 8836 6427 This turf and stone-walled enclosure is almost rectangular and measures approximately 30m NW-SE and 20m NE-SW, with walls now 1m across but no more than 0.4m high.(Photo no. 4) As this feature lies outwith the crofting boundaries of Melvich, it may pre-date the laying out of the crofting strips.

This feature is located 20m from the present fence, so there is room for the 20m wayleave of the pipeline to pass without damaging the enclosure. However, it is recommended that the feature be marked to prevent accidental damage from plant turning or the temporary storage of materials.

Site M13 Track, Enclosure, Buildings at NC 8849 6407 An irregularly shaped structure, possibly a small enclosure, is cut across by the present fence and appears to have been robbed of stones during the construction of the fence. It measures approximately 10m NNW-SSE by 4m, and possibly had one internal division. (Photo no. 5) West of this, a track runs SW up the hill, passing the footings of a building and crossing a turf dyke which has a second enclosure attached. Possible footings of further structures are located further up the hillside. These structures all lie outwith the present crofting boundaries of Melvich township, and probably pre-date the laying out of the crofting strips. They may represent part of the pre-Clearance settlement of Melvich

The gap between the enclosure and the fence along which the pipeline will pass is approximately 12m, so the enclosure does lie within the 20m wayleave. However, there should be enough room for the pipeline to pass without damaging the feature. It is recommended that the enclosure be marked to prevent accidental damage, and that excavated material is not placed on the site. The other features to the west should not be affected at all.

Site M14 Structure at NC 8849 6379  The square footings of a small structure, measuring approximately 4m and aligned NE-SW are set into the hillslope approximately 20m up from the fence. Curiously, a number of large stones, not apparently tumbled off the walls, lie within the footings, possibly a later phase of field clearance.

At this point, the pipeline turns east down the slope onto the croft land, while the hill slope above, where this feature is located, is steep. Therefore this feature is not likely to be affected by the present project.

Site M15, Bridge and Ferry House at NC 8945 6307 The stone bridge was constructed at the end of the 19th century, to replace the ferry crossing, and was presumably demolished when recent road improvements and a new bridge made it redundant. The bridge and its piers have been removed almost entirely, leaving only a small section of two courses of the base of the west pier in situ (Photo no. 7) although the approaching banks of the road are still prominent features. The stone from the bridge was possibly removed in part to beside the ferry house, a roofed but derelict building, where there are large piles of stone to the NW.

The proposed point of crossing of the Halladale River for the pipeline is exactly at the site of the old bridge. It is hoped that it can in fact be marginally to the north to allow the survival of the remaining in situ stones of the west pier.

Site M16 Bank / Field Boundary at NC 9010 6347  Just north of the deer fence, a low grassy bank or lynchet was observed, running approximately E-W (Photo no. 9) This may be associated with the prehistoric settlement to the south of the deer fence, or may be a later field boundary.

The pipeline will cut across this feature, but as it is faint and uncertain in its interpretation, it is not felt that any effort should be made to avoid this damage. Only a short section of the feature will be affected. The effect could be minimized by marking the site, and avoiding the dumping of excavated material on the feature, to prevent damage when this material is replaced in the trench.

Site M17, Hut Circle at NC 9105 6427 This hut circle is located on the level summit of a slight knoll just to the west of the beginning of a peat track. It is heather-covered and occupies the entire level platform. (Photo no. 10) The route of the pipeline passes approximately 100m to the south.  

Although this feature is some distance from the pipeline route, it is possible that this peat track will be used as a point of access, and that materials might be stored at the junction of the track with the road. The site should therefore be marked to avoid materials or vehicles being placed on or just by it.
The Photographs

1. Site M9, Pit, view from the east

2. Site M10, Chambered Cairn, view from the west from the outside of the fence, where the pipeline will pass. In the foreground is the turf dyke which forms the township head dyke.

3. Site M11, Trackway, running away NW from the viewpoint, then turning  uphill where the furthest sheep is standing. The line of boulders forming the lower edge of the track can be seen.

4. Site M12, Enclosure, view from the SE corner.

5. Site M12, Possible enclosure, view from the SW. The line of stones running just below the horizon mark the fence line and have probably been robbed from the original structure.

6. Site M8, Croft Buildings and earlier farmstead. In the foreground is the long building running down the slope.

7. Site M15, Bridge. The photograph shows the site of the west pier of the bridge, with some original stones visible just up from the water. The bank of the old road runs back from this, the old ferry house is just out of the picture to the right.

8. Site M2, Hut Circle D, view from the east.

9. Site M16, Field bank. This faint feature runs from the centre foreground towards the old bridge visible just beyond the road.

10. Site M17, Hut Circle, view from the east.
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