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Introduction

The author was asked by the North of Scotland Water Authority to carry out an archaeological assessment of the proposed waste water treatment works at Cromarty, Easter Ross. The object of the assessment was to locate areas of archaeological interest, to measure their proximity to the proposed work and assess the potential impact of the work on the archaeological record. Where it is considered that archaeological features might be adversely affected, recommendations will be given to mitigate the impact of the project. These recommendations will include further recording work being carried out on sites which might be affected, or the presence of an archaeologist on site while work is being carried out. Recommendations will also include measures to protect archaeological features from accidental damage from access routes, turning areas, dumping of material, etc. Any decisions on the implementation of recommended measures will be made by the senior archaeologist n charge of the project at the Highland Council Archaeology Unit.

Method

The desk-based assessment was based primarily on the Sites and Monument Record, held by the Archaeology Unit at Highland Council. Archive material, including maps, held by the Highland Archive within Inverness Library was consulted, and background information on the history of the town was gleaned from the following books:

Ross and Cromarty: A Historical Guide by David Alston

Ross and Cromarty; an Illustrated Architectural Guide by Elizabeth Beaton

Firthlands of Ross and Sutherland, ed. John Baldwin. 

Finally, David Alston of Cromarty Courthouse Museum was most helpful in sharing his extensive knowledge of the town’s history.

A walk-over survey of the areas to be affected by the project was carried out on 11.12.00 in clear and dry conditions.

Historical Background

The sheriffdom of Cromarty was established by 1266, and the royal burgh soon after on crown land below the castle. The strategic importance of its location is obvious, controlling the entrance to the Cromarty Firth and the ferry crossing to the North. The original plan of the burgh consisted of the castle and a single street, The Causeway, along which the citizens of the burgh had their properties. The houses were generally built gable-end to the street, with long narrow strips of land running off to the sides. The area of the burgh was originally most likely only between the Crook Burn to the west and the burn running north from the Coalheugh Well to the east. The present parish church dates to around 1700, but contains mediaeval elements including a 14th century carved grave slab, so can be presumed to have been the original church site. It is possible that Church Street originally extended east to join the Causeway, while an aea to the south of the church has produced mediaeval coins and may have been the original fair site. Thief’s Lane, running east from the Causeway, can also be presumed to have formed a part of the original burgh. Local tradition suggests that part of the burgh lay under what is now sea, and has been eroded away, but comparisons of the coastline as depicted on old maps would not indicate any great degree of coastal erosion.

The fisher town grew up along the shore west of the burgh, but the major expansion of the town came with the growth of trade and fishing in the 17th century. The original harbour was probably built on the same site as the present harbour, built in 1785.A large meal girnal was built by the harbour in the 1690s to house the grain collected as rents and awaiting shipping south. At the height of the herring fishing, the Braehead above the Links was known as Pickletown from the pickling or salting of fish there. In the late 1750s, Cromarty developed as the entrepot port for much of the north of Scotland, importing flax, iron, tar and wood from Scandinavia, and local industries were developed, including the hemp factory and brewery in Cromarty. William Forsyth organized a flax and linen industry, using the Links as bleaching fields. London was supplied with Cromarty pigs, raised and cured at the Hoggery to the east of the town.

The prosperity of the town declined in the 2nd half of the 19th century, although it saw much activity during the two world wars. Beside the harbour is the concrete control tower used in rehearsals for the D-Day landings. The only expansion of housing in the 20th century has been to the west of the town.

The Archaeological Survey

The various sections of the proposed project are listed as follows:

A. Pumping station and section of main: High Street to Marine Terrace

B. Pumping Station and section of main: Links from Duke Street to the Harbour

C. Pumping stations, main, works and access track: Shore Street, Thief’s Lane

D. Southern access route, Causeway to site of works.

Areas of archaeological interest which may be affected by the project are listed for each of these four sections. Where mitigating measures are recommended, these are given after each site description, in italics.

A. Pumping station and main: High Street to Marine Terrace

No areas of archaeological interest were located in the vicinity of these works

B. Pumping station and main: Links from Duke Street to the Harbour:

1. Walls and Structure, centered on NH 7877 6767. These walls, visible as grass-covered footings, form an enclosure running parallel to the retaining wall below Braehead. Within this enclosure is one structure lying at right angles to the walls. These features, and a fountain further west within the walled area, are marked on the 1st edition OS map

Assuming that the proposed main comes onto the links adjacent to the steps running down from Duke Street, these features should not be affected. The footings of the wall should be flagged to prevent accidental damage or the dumping of excavated material on top.

2. Buildings from NH 7865 6782 to NH 7879 6775 The 1st edition OS map shows what appears to be a row of cottages and attached enclosures running SE along the shore from the present ferry slipway. This is reduced to two buildings and one enclosure by the 2nd edition OS map, and at present only slight grassy mounds are visible. As the Links was generally an open area, these cottages are probably a late 19th century development.

 These buildings run well to the east of the proposed route of the main, and should be unaffected.

3. Volunteers Battery at NH 7892 6772. The 1st edition OS map shows a compound containing what appears to be two gun placements, a powder magazine, flagstaff and one other building. This feature is not marked on the 2nd edition OS map, and only slight grassy mounds are visible at this location.

This feature lies well to the east of the proposed route of the main, and should be unaffected.

4. Harbour at NH 785 678 The present harbour is presumed to be built on the site of the original harbour which had disappeared completely by 1744. The location of the girnal, built in the 1690s, also suggests that the original harbour was below the present one. The ground immediately to the north of the harbour where there is an existing sewage outfall and the location of the proposed pumping station, has been built up with material  and soil to a depth of about 2m. It is unlikely that any archaeological features lie below this.

It may be considered useful for an archaeologist to be present during excavation at the location of the proposed pumping station, in case any features of the earlier harbour lie under the layer of dumped material.

C. Pumping Stations, main, access track and site of works, Shore Street, Thief’s Lane and eastwards:

               5. Kirkstanes ‘site of former church’ at NH 791 675 Local tradition gives                    this as one of the features of those parts of the town now covered by the sea. Although it appears unlikely that such erosion of the coastline did take place, any work involving the excavation of the seabed below the high tide level would offer an opportunity to investigate 

If the extension to the outfalls include any excavation of the seabed below the high water line, it may be considered useful for an archaeologist to be present.

            6. The Royal Burgh from NH 7918 6735 to NH 7951 6725. This includes                                                       the bottom end of the Causeway and the original landing place at NH 7932 6731

It is recommended that any excavation within the boundaries of the mediaeval burgh be accompanied by an archaeological watching brief

7. Thief’s Lane and Grove Cottage from NH 7932 6731 to NH 7949 6718  Thief’s Lane is considered to be part of the original burgh, running east from the bottom of the Causeway for a short distance before turning SE and running to the burgh boundary, presumably behind the strips of land attached to the properties along the Causeway. The lane is considered to have consisted of two rows of cottages; a list in 1744 of owners and tenants of property suggests nine households, earlier lists indicate more. Occupations in 1744 include 3 weavers, a mason, a wright and three widows. The 1st Edition OS map shows three cottages to the north of the lane, and one more substantial property, Grove Cottage, at the end of the lane. This is described in the Ordnance Survey Name Book as a one-storey cottage with garden attached. This whole area is now a ploughed field with no features visible.

It is recommended that any excavation in the location of Thief’s Lane be accompanied by an archaeological watching brief. This is effectively the same area as that of the mediaeval burgh (Site 6.)

8. Hoggery at NH 785 678 All the enclosures and buildings associated with the raising and processing of pigs from the second half of the 18t century on were at this location. The area is now a ploughed field, and no features are visible.

It is unlikely that any features of the hoggery have survived the subsequent ploughing, but it may be considered useful for an archaeological watching brief to be carried out during excavation for the works site.

D. Proposed southern access route: Causeway to site of works.

9. Structure at NH 7936 6712. Visible as rubble footings of a building measuring 4m. by 4m. and aligned ENE-WSW, attached to the north of the boundary dyke. This does not appear to be any of the structures marked on early Ordnance Survey maps.

If this route is chosen for the access track to the site of works, this feature will be affected. As this location is within the area of the mediaeval burgh, for which an archaeological watching brief has been recommended, it will lie within the remit of the watching brief to investigate this feature more thoroughly.

10. Structure at NH 7937 6711 This structure is marked on some versions of the 2nd edition OS map as an L-shaped building lying south of the boundary dyke. It is not marked on the 1st edition map and must represent a fairly temporary structure, possibly associated with the rifle range (see below) There is nothing visible at this location.

It is assumed that if the access track takes this route, it will run to the north of the field boundary dyke and should not affect any remains of this feature.

11. Ice House at NH 7939 6711 This structure is marked on 1st and 2nd OS maps as set into the bank south of the field boundary dyke. It was not located during this survey.

It is assumed that if the access track takes this route, it will run to the north of the field boundary dyke and should not affect this feature.

12. Coalheugh Well at NH 7948 6712, SMR no. NH76NE0469 A well reportedly created as a result of the test boring for coal in the 1690s, it appears to be of some local importance with water still being occasionally drawn. The well is used as a marker for the corner of the Parliamentary Boundary of Cromarty on early Ordnance Survey maps, a line being taken from the well to the prominent offshore rock Clach Mhallaichte to form the eastern boundary.

This feature lies to the south of the proposed route of the access track, and should be unaffected.

13. Structure at NH 7954 6713. This structure is marked on some versions of the 2nd edition OS map but not the 1st edition, and like Site 10 is assumed to have been some form of temporary structure. It was L-shaped and lay just to the north of the field boundary dyke. No feature was visible at this location.

The location of this feature is outwith the proposed area of watching brief for the mediaeval burgh. As it lies within a ploughed field, it is unlikely that any features would have survived, and it is possibly not worthwhile monitoring excavation at this location.

14. Rifle range, centered on NH 7150 6715. This is marked on both the 1st and 2nd edition OS maps. This appears to have consisted of three platforms set at intervals across the field , (labelled 600yards, 800 yards and 900yards) and a target at some distance to the east. This target is still visible as stone walls and iron structures next to the shore at NH 8014 6728, but the locations of the platforms are within a ploughed field and it is assumed that these features will not have survived.

This historical use of the land is noted but it is assumed that no archaeological features remain, so no action need be taken.

15. Southern route of access track, general:  David Alston, Curator of Cromarty Courthouse Museum has requested that any excavation of the ground across these two fields to the site of works provide the opportunity for the sampling of metal objects to provide comparisons with metal objects recovered from other fields in the Cromarty area, particularly the supposed site of the Mediaeval fair. This sampling could be carried out by local enthusiasts using metal detectors under the supervision of the archaeologist contracted to carry out the watching brief within the burgh, and would not involve any delay to the project. In addition, it has been suggested that St Regulus Chapel at NH 794 670 might stand on the original location of the castle or fortifications predating the stone built castle of the 14th century, and it is possible that debris from any such structures might have been carried down the slope to the edge of the field. Any such finds would be covered by the watching brief being carried out within the burgh.

Conclusions

Given the unique importance of Cromarty in the history of the North Highlands, it is felt that every effort should be taken to protect or fully record the archaeological record. In the case of the present project, the most significant area is obviously within the boundary of the original Mediaeval burgh, which also includes the vanished Thief’s Lane and possible finds predating the burgh at the foot of the mound of St Regulus Chapel, as well as the archaeology of the subsequent changes in land use over the centuries. From the viewpoint of the affected archaeology, both possible access routes would require archaeological monitoring during their construction, as would the excavation for the sewage main itself along the shoreline. Also, work carried out below the high tide line offers the opportunity to investigate local traditions about parts of the town lost beneath the sea. 

Catherine Dagg, 18.12.00
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