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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 first two sections 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 August 23rd 2001, covering a corridor at least 20m wide, noting all visible archaeological features. This was carried out in clear and sunny conditions.

The Archaeological Walk-Over Survey

Reay Pumping Station to Shebster Service Reservoir

The following archaeological sites had been previously identified in the desk-based assessment:

Sites R1 (1) to (10) The route of the pipeline along the section below Reay has now been moved further south and is therefore at a greater distance from the recorded archaeological sites, apart from Big Keoltag cairn, Site R1(10), which is in a prominent position on the hill top. The pipeline route now runs just below the hill, on rising ground with thin soil and rocky outcrops. It is therefore less likely that this route will uncover undisturbed archaeological layers potentially buried under the peat and sand. A Watching Brief along this section was recommended in the desk-based assessment, but this may not now be considered necessary.

Sites R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7  All of these sites lie in the vicinity of the original proposed route, south of the road. The revised route runs north of the road from Bridge of Isauld to Shebster, so none of these sites will be affected.

The following sites have been added as a result of the walk-over survey along the revised route, north of the road from Bridge of Isauld to Shebster. Recommendations and comments are added in italics after the description of each site

Site R8 Achvarasdal, Buildings at NC 9812 6502 The 1st edition Ordnance Survey map shows two buildings at this location, north of the present house. The easternmost of these two appears to be a long house, aligned NE-SW. This building is still marked as roofed on the present Pathfinder map, revised in the 1960s.The other building is not marked. There is now no trace on the ground of the western building, which has probably been ploughed out. The eastern building appears to have been demolished; only a few, not in situ, stones marking its location. The ground here is still rough and has not yet been incorporated into the arable area of the field. It is possible that some archaeological features of this building survive intact at and below present ground level.

As this feature has been demolished and all material removed from the site, it is considered unlikely that any archaeological information will be gained by further monitoring of the site during excavation work.

Site R9, Lathach an Lin, Turf and Stone Dyke at NC 9965 6468 This dyke runs NE from the present dyke for 25m before turning NW and disappearing into the bog. This dyke is marked on the 1st edition OS map, continuing NE before curving back towards the road at Achunabust Bridge, and it may represent an enclosure of land, formerly better drained and more productive that at present. Its construction of turf and stone, and its irregular route suggests that it predates the laying out of rectangular fields with drystone dykes. A small quarry lies just west of the dyke, marked on the 1st edition OS map and visible as a grassy hollow, and it can be seen that there was at some stage a gateway or opening in the present dyke.                                                                             (Photo no.1)

A short section of this dyke adjacent to the present drystone dyke will be damaged by the present project. It is recommended that damage be kept to a minimum by marking the feature prior to work commencing, and avoiding the dumping of excavated material on the dyke.

Shebster Service Reservoir to Hoy Service Reservoir

The following archaeological sites had previously been identified during the desk-based assessment:

Sites S2, Site of St Magnus Chapel and S3, Well: The route of the pipeline has now been revised to run well south of these sites, so they should now not be affected.

Site S8 Knockglass Broch: The route of the pipeline still passes close to this site. It has been agreed provisionally that the route be diverted at least 20m NE of the broch to avoid damage to the visible feature. It is understood that Scheduled Monument Consent will still be required, and an archaeological Watching Brief may still be required to record features associated with the broch which may be revealed.                             (Photo no.2)

Site S9, Westfield Cairn: The route of the pipeline still passes close to this site, and it has been agreed provisionally that the route should be diverted at least 20m SW of the cairn to avoid damage to the visible feature. It is understood that Scheduled Monument Consent will still be required, and an archaeological Watching Brief may still be advisable.                                                                                                           (Photo no.3)

Site S10, Alltan Ghuinne Crofthouse and Site S11, Achsmalary Farmstead. There were no visible remains of these building, but a large amount of stone lying on the surface of the field may represent the fairly recent demolition of any standing ruins. Neither site lay directly on the route of the pipeline, so any remaining archaeological features of these buildings will not be affected.                                                (Photo no.4)

Site S12, Torranakist Farmstead. These well preserved ruins of a farmhouse, outbuildings and enclosure lie far enough from the route of the pipeline and should be unaffected.                                                                                                      (Photo no. 10)

The following archaeological features were identified during the walk-over survey. Comments and recommendations are added in italics after the description of each site.

Site S13, Alltan Ghuinne: bridge and walled trackway at ND 0615 6329.  The stone piers of what was presumably a wooden bridge, with substantial stone causeways, approximately 2m. wide, approaching the bridge on both sides of the stream. A trackway defined by two walls of Caithness slab runs east up the hill from the bridge to Brackrevach. This trackway is broad and broadens further towards the bridge and ford, possibly to facilitate animals crossing the ford. Although only this section of the trackway is enclosed, it can be traced on the map as running from the settlements west of Loch Calder towards Thurso. (Photos 4 and 5)

The proposed route of the pipeline crosses the stream immediately south of the bridge and runs up the trackway to Brackrevach. It should be possible to avoid damage to these features with care, but some degree of archaeological monitoring may be useful.

Site S14,  Lieurary, Well / Cistern at ND 0753 6350. A well is marked at this location on the present Pathfinder map. There is no visible sign of a spring, although it may lie within an overgrown hollow just south of the cistern. The cistern itself is set into the ground and constructed of stone slabs, measuring approximately 4m. by 2m. On the present Pathfinder map there appears to be a ruined farmstead approximately 100m to the north. This was not investigated during this survey, but was possibly the farm served by this water supply. (Photo no. 6)

The proposed route of the pipeline passes far enough south of this feature for it to be unaffected, but care should be taken to avoid accidental damage. For example, no materials should be dumped on the feature, and plant should take care not to drive over it.

Site S15,  Achscrabster, Bank at ND 0860 6350.  This feature is marked as a dyke on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map, but not on any recent maps. No stones are visible and it is much larger than a typical turf dyke, being more of a ditched bank, of unknown function. It is located outwith the rectangular layout of improved fields, and may pre-date both these and the adjacent quarry. It is crossed at one point by the original mill lade for Achscrabster farm, which has now been blocked by the construction of the track. (Photo no.7)

The greater part of this feature will not be affected by the project. Some damage will probably be done to the section abutting on the track, and archaeological monitoring of excavation work may obtain useful information on the construction, and therefore the function of the feature.

Site S16, Achscrabster, Area of cultivation at ND 0892 6337 Within the triangle formed by the present track and the drystone field dykes is what appears to be an area of cultivation patches. Three ditches run WSW, approximately 6m apart, with another ditch running NNW along the edge, forming two rectangular plots. A third triangular plot is formed by a ditch running west from the NW corner of the rectangles. Nothing is marked at this point on any map. The nearest point of this feature to the drystone dyke leaves a corridor of only 6m for the pipeline to pass through without damaging the ditches. (Photo no.8)

It is recommended that damage to this feature be minimised by marking it prior to work commencing and ensuring that no plant drive over it, more than absolutely necessary or excavated material be dumped on it. Although the gap between the feature and the dyke is only 6m, it should be possible for the work to be contained within this corridor for the short distance involved.
Site S17, Achscrabster, Drystone Dyke at ND 0906 6329 This is a particularly well-preserved drystone dyke. It is proposed that the pipeline will cross the dyke at the point recorded on the photograph, and it is hoped that the dyke will be reinstated in its original style. (Photo no. 9)

Site S18, Buckies, Possible Structure at ND 1060 6330 Low grassy banks appear to indicate a rectangular structure measuring 6m. by 3m. and aligned NNE-SSW . Some small stones are visible under the turf . This area is crossed by similar banks caused by the digging of drainage ditches, but this feature does not appear to connect to any of these, and has no associated ditches. A large rubble pile approximately 70m north of this feature, at ND 1058 6337, may have been placed on a second structure.  These are not marked on any map. (Photo no. 10)

The route of the pipeline passes approximately between these two features. It is recommended that the first structure be protected from accidental damage by marking it before work commences, and ensuring that plant does not drive over it and no material is dumped on it. The second possible feature is visible enough to be easily avoidable.

Site S19, Aimster, Enclosure at ND 1188 6296 Ditches with banks mark the outline of what is marked on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map as a square-ish enclosure, measuring approximately 150m across (Photo no.11)

This is a large feature, which will only be slightly damaged by the present project. It is recommended that this damage be kept to a minimum by marking the feature prior to work commencing, and avoiding the dumping of excavated material on the banks. 

The Photographs

1. Site R9, turf dyke, view from the SW

2. Site S8, Knockglass Broch, view from the SE. The proposed route passes behind the Caithness slab dyke.

3. Site S9, Westfield Cairn, view from the SE. The proposed route of the pipeline passes to the left of the Caithness slab dyke.

4. Site S13, Alltan Ghuinne, bridge and causeway, also piles of rubble possibly cleared from adjacent house sites. View from the SW The proposed route of the pipeline crosses the stream just to the right of the bridge.

5. Site S13, Alltan Ghuinne, Trackway, view from the SW. The proposed route of the pipeline runs up between these two slab dykes.

6. Site S14, Lieurary, Cistern, view from the SE

7. Site S15, Achscrabster, bank, view from the W. The track beside which the proposed route of the pipeline runs across the picture in front of the drystone dyke.

8. Site S16, Achscrabster, Area of Cultivation, view from the E. The track alongside which the route of the pipeline runs, crosses the photograph in the background.

9. Site S17, Achscrabster, drystone dyke, at the approximate point at which it will be crossed by the pipeline. View from the S.

10. Site S12, Torranakist farmstead, view from the NNE, from the nearest point on the pipeline route.

11. Site S18, Buckies, possible structure, view from the S. visible as slight grassy banks in the foreground. The proposed route of the pipeline passes behind this.

12. Site S19, Aimster, Enclosure, bank and ditch on the east side, view from the SW
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