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Introduction

In August 2001, the Author was asked by Delta North to carry out an archaeological assessment of the area of the proposed reservoir site at Backies, Golspie, Sutherland. The evaluation was to include a desk-based assessment and initial walk-over survey, followed by trial trenching to cover at least 5% of the area. The object of the assessment was to locate previously recorded archaeological features, and to identify previously unrecorded  features or areas of archaeological interest and, should any such features be located, to propose arrangements for the safeguarding where possible and recording where necessary of the archaeological record.

As the site had already been considerably disturbed in the past by the insertion of services such as water mains and electricity cables, and more recently by extensive trial trenching to ascertain the nature and depth of the bedrock, it was understood that only a small area of the site was undisturbed enough to contain intact archaeological evidence. The archaeological trial trenching was therefore concentrated on the areas of the site considered to be least disturbed

The area covered by the archeological evaluation included the area of the proposed reservoir, and the area south of this where existing trees and shrubs are to be cleared.

Method

1. The Desk-Based Assessment: Consultation of the Sites and Monuments record, held by the Archaeology Unit within the Department of Planning and Development at Highland Council in Inverness, and early Ordnance Survey maps held by the Highland Archive in Inverness revealed that no archaeological features have been recorded in the immediate vicinity of the area of the project, although a number of features of Prehistoric settlement and land use have been recorded in the Backies area. The early Ordnance Survey maps, which recorded both existing structures and standing ruins, also note no features within this area. A trackway is recorded as running past the area to croft houses further up the hill, but the area of the project is recorded as being unimproved and unenclosed. The conclusion of the desk-based assessment was that it was highly unlikely that visible archaeological features would be located in the area of the evaluation.

2. The Walk-Over Survey: It was immediately obvious that this was a highly disturbed area, with only the area of trees and shrubs to the South West of the reservoir site offering any possibility of standing archaeological features. The area to the North East of the reservoir site appeared to be covered with debris from the construction of a previous reservoir, while the area to the south had been cut away in the formation of the adjacent sludge lagoon. Only one feature was noted as meriting further investigation; this was a small pile of rubble, covered with vegetation, located at point C. The immediate impression of this was that it could be a field clearance pile, and as there was no historical evidence for agriculture at this location during the crofting period, any evidence for cultivation must suggest land use pre-dating the mid-19th century.

3. Initial Trial trenching. Photographs of the investigations carried out by Delta North to ascertain the depth of the bedrock were examined. These investigations took the form of trenches excavated between the four pegs indicated on the plan. No archaeological features were visible in these photographs.

4. Archaeological Trial Trenching. This was carried out on 9th August 2001, in clear and sunny weather conditions, and with the assistance of  Morrison Construction Ltd.

Trench 1. This was excavated parallel to the line between Peg 1 and Peg 4, from a point 4m. North of Peg 1. and ran for 12.6m. 

The top 0.2m consisted of disturbed gravelly soil of a pinkish colour. Below this was a thin layer of bluish grey material, of varying width, averaging 0.05m. This lay over undisturbed reddish orange subsoil. Both of these two upper layers appear to be of imported material. At a point 2.5m from the West end of this trench, a pit filled with the pinkish gravelly soil proved to be a water main not recorded on the given plans, heading NNE-SSW.

Trench 2. This was excavated parallel to the line between Peg 1 and Peg 4, from a point 4m South of Peg 1 and ran for 14m.

This trench demonstrated similar layering to Trench 1. The dipping down of the pinkish soil at the very West end of the trench was assumed to be the water main revealed in Trench 1, and was not investigated to its full depth. A pit measuring 1.65m width at the surface and filled with the pinkish soil was located at Point B. This tapered to a depth of 1.6m and was assumed to have been a test pit recently dug in connection with the present project.

Trench 3. This was excavated parallel to the line between Peg 2 and Peg 3, from a point 4.3m North of Peg 2, and ran towards the road for a distance of 5.6m.

Immediately below the peaty topsoil, slabs of rock were found to be bedded horizontally in the reddish orange subsoil. No archaeological layers were revealed.

Trench 4. This was excavated from Peg 2 to the East end of Trench 3. and ran for a distance of 4m.

This trench passed through the pile of stones considered originally to be possibly a field clearance pile, but when this was disturbed, stones marked with modern paint and a length of modern orange bailer twine were revealed within the pile. It was concluded that this pile, although its function is unknown, was of recent origin.

Trench 5. This was excavated from a point 4m South of Peg 2, and ran parallel to a line between Peg 2 and Peg 3 for 8m.

Immediately below the surface, slabs of rock were revealed within the peaty topsoil, underlain by the red-orange subsoil. No archaeological layers were exposed.

Trench 6. This was excavated from the West end of Trench 3, and ran South for 13.5m.

Below a layer 0.35m to 0.5m deep of peaty topsoil, pockets of pale sand lay on top of the red-yellow subsoil. No archaeological layers were revealed

Archaeological Conclusions

It was concluded after completing the trial trenching, that apart from the disturbance of the ground and introduction of foreign material connected with the modern water works, there was no evidence for human activity within the area of the proposed reservoir. Therefore it is considered unnecessary for any further archaeological monitoring to take place.

The Photographs:

1. General view of the reservoir site from the North.

2. View of the reservoir site from the South

3. Trench no. 1, from the West

4. Trench no. 2, from the West

5. Trench no. 2, section at point A, from the South

6. Trench no. 2, Section at point B, showing the edge of the pit.

7. Peg no. 2 from the South East, before trenching, showing the overgrown stone pile at point C.

8. Trench no. 4, section of the stone pile at point C, from the North East.

9. Trench no. 5, view from the West

10. Trench no. 6, view from the North
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