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Introduction

The author was asked by Scottish Woodlands Ltd to carry out an archaeological desk-based assessment and rapid walk-over survey of an area of proposed forestry at Achavoan, Rogart, Sutherland. The object of the assessment was to locate any previously recorded archaeological sites and identify any previously unrecorded sites or areas of archaeological interest and to recommend measures to protect these sites from damage from the present planting scheme. These measures would cover not only the planting itself, but also the erection of perimeter fences, construction or improvement of access tracks, etc, and would generally consist of the delineation of exclusion zones containing the archaeological features, where planting should not take place and where care should be taken during fencing and other associated activities.

Method

Information on previously recorded archaeological features in the vicinity of the planting area was obtained from the Highland Region Sites and Monuments Record held by the Archaeology Unit within the Department of Planning and Development at Highland Council in Inverness. All readily-available early maps were consulted, particularly the 1st and 2nd edition Ordnance Survey maps, for information on standing features and changing patterns of land use as recorded at the end of the 19th century. This was followed by a rapid walk-over survey, carried out on 13.11.01 in cold and clear weather conditions.

Topography

The area of proposed planting is rough grazing and peat bog, bounded to the west by the croftlands of Achavoan, Achcoille and Achork, and to the east by a stream, the Feith Liath, draining north from Loch Farlary. North and east of the survey are, the land rises from the stream in a series of knolls; behind these is an extensive are of peat bog rising gently to the summit of Sidhean Clais an Uanain. West of this, the land is better draining and shows some signs of artificial drainage to provide improved grazing. The best of this land has been enclosed and does not form part of the proposed planting area.

Archaeological and Historical Background

Three archaeological sites have already been recorded within the proposed planting area, consisting of hut circles, either single or in groups, with associated field systems. This is typical of the high ground between Strath Fleet and Strath Brora, reflecting the density of prehistoric settlement in this area. From the Bronze Age possibly through to the early Pictish period, these settlements have consisted of groups of hut circles with associated field systems defined by extensive areas of field clearance piles together with lynchets and field walls, and occasionally small rectangular cleared fields.

There is no evidence from early maps to suggest any post-mediaeval settlement within the proposed planting area. The 1st edition Ordnance Survey map shows only a peat track running SW from the crofts at Achork.

The Archaeological Survey

The following archaeological features have already been recorded, and were visited during the rapid walk-over survey to ascertain the precise extent of each site:

1. Achavoan, Hut Circles, centred on NC 757 058, SMR no. NC70NE0001 Three hut circles have been recorded at this site, and it is presumed to be the three marked on the present Pathfinder Ordnance Survey map. Of these, only one is within the proposed planting area, at NC 7581 0566. This is poorly visible as a circle of grass-covered banks on a very slight rise with no rushes, although the surrounding area is very rush-covered. (Photo no. 1) There appear to be no cultivation features associated with this hut circle.

2. Achavoan, Hut Circle and Field System at NC 7567 0544, SMR no. NC70NE0030 This hut circle is a reasonably visible grass covered feature immediately under the power lines (Photo no. 2) Low clearance cairns cover an area SE of the circle as far as NC 7580 0533, on a gentle NW-facing slope. Within this area is one rectangular field, clear of cairns, measuring approximately 20m by 10m.

3.  Achavoan, Hut Circles and Field System, NC 7550 0480, SMR no. NC70SE0017 This site is recorded as consisting of four hut circles, all of which appear to be located outwith the proposed planting area. Two were located, at NC 7550 0494 and NC 7541 0499 (Photo no. 7) The others are recorded on the Pathfinder Ordnance Survey map as further south. The area covered by clearance cairns associated with these hut circles is extensive, covering the entire SW corner of the survey area (Photo no. 3) Where muirburn has recently been carried out, the cairns are particularly visible. The following features were also noted within this area:   

             a.  Field boundary bank, visible as a low, spread, moss-covered bank curving from NC 7555 0534 to NC 7555 0529 (Photo no. 4)

             b.  Platform at NC 7548 0522, a level area approximately 8m across,    defined to the SW by a raised grassy bank (Photo no. 5) This was noted during the original recording of the site, and may be the remains of a further hut circle.

             c.  Field boundary bank at NC 7552 0504, visible as a low, heather-covered bank, curving from NW to S for approximately 12m (Photo no. 6) This feature is in an area particularly dense with clearance cairns.  

The following archaeological features are not previously recorded, and were identified during the rapid walk-over survey:

4. Hut Circle and Field System at NC 7612 0585 One hut circle, located on a slight rise, visible as low grass-covered banks with some exposed stone walling to the SW (Photo no. 8) To the SE of this by approximately 15m is a small area of clearance cairns. About five piles are visible.

5. Clearance Cairns at NC 7635 0579 Just off the peat track (Site no. 7) is one very visible pile of grass-covered stones (Photo no. 9) Several other, less visible, heather-covered piles are scattered to the north and west of this, occupying the level ground on the summit of one of the knolls in this part of the survey area.

6. Area of Stones at NC 7635 0599 A possible former field clearance pile, now spread in an arc approximately 4m across. This appears to be an isolated cairn.

7. Peat Tracks Two peat tracks cross the area of proposed planting, from NC 7620 0606 to NC 7645 0555, and from NC 7542 0523 to NC 7567 0500

In addition to these archaeological features, the following landscape features were noted during the survey:

Peat Cuttings: Almost the entire area east of NC76 has been exploited for peat, with the exception only of the summits of the knolls to the NE of the survey area and the high ground of Sidhean Clais an Uanain.

Water Main: A new water main has recently been laid across the southern edge of the proposed planting area.

Recommendations

Site 3.  Achavoan Hut Circles and Field System: It is felt that the best management of the extensive prehistoric landscape covering the SW of the survey area would be to exclude it from the planting plan, leaving it to be lightly grazed by sheep as at present. This would prevent the features from being covered and obscured by the vegetation which would regenerate once livestock are excluded. Should this recommendation prove impractical or undesirable for any reason, it should be included in the planting area only if no ploughing is carried out within the defined boundaries of the field system, and that sparse hand planting using turfing or mounding is carried out ensuring that no field clearance pile is directly planted on, and is preferably protected by ensuring that no tree is planted within 2m of a visible clearance pile. The features within the field system, the field boundary banks and the platform, should be further protected by leaving an area 5m either side of the banks and 10m radius from the visible edge of the platform clear of planting.

The following sites should be protected by leaving an area extending at least 10m from the visible edge of the site clear of planting:

Site 1. Hut Circle

Site 2. Hut Circle and area of field clearance piles

Site 4. Hut Circle and area of field clearance piles

Site 5. Area of field clearance piles

The following features should be protected by leaving an area extending 5m from the visible edgeclear of planting:

Site 6. Area of Stones

Site 7. Peat Tracks
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