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Introduction

The writers were asked by the Forest Authority, Dornoch to carry out a rapid archaeological survey of a proposed WGS at Inveran, Achany Wood, Lairg.  The purpose of this survey was to supply information on the location and condition of any archaeological sites so that they could be protected prior to the felling of the standing timber and during subsequent replanting operations.

Survey method
A desk-based search had been carried out by the Highland Council Archaeology Service in their Sites & Monuments Record and no archaeological sites were recorded during this search.  The 1st and 2nd edition OS maps of the area were examined by the writers in Highland Council Archives.

The area was initially surveyed by one of the writers (JK) in July, but the extensive vegetation growth, especially of bracken, made it difficult to identify any significant archaeological features.  The second visit was carried out on the 4th December (by JW) after frost had killed the bracken.  While visibility was much improved, previous forestry ploughing and extensive thinning where the felled timber had been left in place, made for difficult survey conditions.  The areas marked on Fig. 1 were examined in a series of traverses that attempted to follow the contours of the ground W-E.  Because of the rapid nature of this survey and the surface terrain, there is no guarantee that all the archaeological features were recorded.  However it is considered that the most significant features were noted.

Documentary background

3 sites (Sites 6,7 & 10 – see Appendix for a description of these) had previously been identified on FC maps.  Donald   MacNeill from the Forest Authority, had also annotated on the map supplied a ‘hut circle’ (Site 3), a ‘trench-type feature’ (Site 4) and 2 other ‘possible features’ (Sites 13 & 14).  Another site (Site 11) had been taped on the ground but this was not recorded on the map supplied.

No archaeological sites are recorded on Highland Council’s Sites & Monuments Record within the area of the survey.   Various archaeological sites have been recorded in the vicinity pointing to extensive settlement here from the neolithic period to the present day.   Detailed research 3 miles to the North East centred on the Allt na Fearna [McCullagh R 1998  The Lairg Project 1988-1996   The Evolution of an Archaeological Landscape in Northern Scotland] has shown that the human impact on the landscape has been dramatic and often episodic rather than continuous.

The earliest map examined, an estate map from Sutherland Estates dated 1794  [SRO RHP 11600  shown in McCullagh, p155], shows an unforested landscape with extensive cultivation  forming part of the lands of Inver Shinn.

Results of Field Survey

Clearance cairns, probably connected with prehistoric agriculture, were recorded in 3 separate areas.  Only one of these (Site 5) was sufficiently extensive to suggest the remains of a field system had been preserved.  Interestingly a rectangular structure was recorded in the vicinity, a feature more typical of the period after c500AD.  Similarly a rectangular structure (Site 1) was recorded to the south of the cairns at Site 2.  The cairns at Site 9 were very restricted (only 3 were noted) and may be the remnant of a more extensive area.

The only hut circle recorded, at Site 11, had 1 obvious clearance cairn in association, although there may have been a field defined to the east by a slight terrace.  A cairn    c45 metres to the North of the hut circle was made of large stones and was either the remains of a structure or a deliberately built cairn such as a burial site.  It was noteworthy that both Sites 5 and 11 had been selected for growing larch suggesting the better soils from previous cultivation had led to this selection.

More recent features, dating to before the introduction of sheep farming in the early 19th century included a substantial boulder dyke at Site 12 and enclosures at Site 10.  The sheep fank at Site 7 and the buildings at Site 5 are recorded on the 1874 and 1903  OS maps reflecting the more recent use of this land.

Archaeological Conclusions

Apart from the previously identified hut circle and the possible cairn to the North of it, the remains noted were consistent with a late prehistoric or medieval settlement in this area.  There is little evidence for extensive settlement in this area.  In part this may be due to the effects of forestry ploughing and it is clear that a small group of cairns such as those found at Site 9 must have been part of a more extensive system of cultivation.  However, there are not extensive tracts of deep peat in this forest and it is likely that larger features such as hut circles and clearance cairns would survive despite the effects of ploughing. The settlement traces may have been destroyed by later cultivation practices such as runrig that have not themselves survived forestry ploughing. Alternatively it may be that the nature of the terrain and the underlying soils were less suitable than that chosen for the recorded settlements to the East.  However the 1794 map suggests there was extensive cultivation in this area. Also the pollen samples taken in association with the excavations at Allt na Fearna there was considerable manipulation of the land and the vegetation in the Lairg area from prehistoric to modern times.  Little evidence survives of these impacts in Inveran Wood.

Recommendations

The identified archaeology at Sites 1, 6, 7, 8, 9 & 11 should be protected both during felling operations and during tree-planting operations, following the Forest Authority Forestry and Archaeology Guidelines.

· Site 11 should be left as an open area within the new planting, linking the possible cairn, the hut circle and the field edge.

· Consideration should be given to preserving the field systems identified at Sites 2, 5 and 9.   This should include sensitive felling of the standing timber to prevent damage to the features by contractors’ machinery. If it is not possible to exclude these areas from replanting then they should be replanted with a shallow rooted species such as birch to distinguish them as distinct areas from the surrounding plantations.

· Site 12 should also be preserved where possible, though it was partly damaged during previous forestry operations

 Jill Kendrick

Jonathan Wordsworth

21st December 1998

Appendix

Gazeteer of Sites
Site No.:


1.

NGR:


NH 5609 9910

Site Description:

Set on a gently sloping terrace are the footings of a rectangular structure 3m by 4m.  Immediately to the E of this is a heap of stones measuring 8m long N/S and c4-5m wide.  This is probably the remains of a collapsed rectangular building, though no walls were visible. There may be traces of walling 6m to the E of this and 8m to the S but these are ill-defined and may only be the effect of forestry ploughing.

The remains are consistent with a small pre-clearance settlement perhaps some 200 years old.

Recommendation:
This site should be protected during felling and left as an open area with a 20m clearance zone around the structures, as specified in the Forest Authority Guidelines. 


Site No.:


2.

NGR:


NH 5606 9917

Site Description:

This is an ill-defined area of 5-6 stone clearance cairns consisting of flattened mounds 3-4m in diameter and 0.5m or less high.  1 mound is more substantial, measuring 4m by 6m and up to 1m high.  It is aligned roughly E/W and obscured by a fallen tree.

The cairns lie on a shallow slope some 70m NNW of Site 1.

The remains are consistent with prehistoric agriculture and are unlikely to be associated with Site 1.  They would appear to be part of a more extensive field system. 

Recommendation:
If possible these features should be protected from damage during felling and planting.  Ideally they should be excluded from future plantings or at worst hand planted around the cairns. 

Site No.:


3.

NGR:


NH 5688 9882

Site Description:

A low mound up to 1m high and measuring 8m by 6m had previously been identified as a possible hut circle on the supplied plan.  There was no evidence of walling or a hollow in the centre of this mound, as would be typical for a hut circle.  While it may be the very decayed remains of a structure, it is more likely to be a natural mound formed by geological processes.

Recommendation:
While felling of trees in this area may clarify its archaeological status, the surviving remains do not justify archaeological protection.

Site No.:


4.

NGR:


NH 5688 9892

Site Description:

This trench-type feature, previously identified by the Forest Authority, is probably the remains of a ditch or a path.  It is not shown on earlier OS maps.

It is not thought to be of great antiquity.

Recommendation:
No special protection is recommended for this feature.

Site No.:


5.

NGR:


NH 5592 9942 (centred)

Site Description:

On a slight terrace extending from the N edge of a larch plantation 25m to the S are the remains of a group of substantial rounded clearance cairns c5m in diameter.  The terrace extends about 70m E/W from the break of slope to the burn lying to the E.  On the W side the cairns extend down the line of a ride for a further 60m and into an area of Scots Pine.  Within the pines are the collapsed remains of a rectangular stone structure perhaps 10m by 4m. Some 20m E of the S edge are the remains of a rounded rectangular stone structure measuring 5m by 3m with its long axis aligned NE/SW.  It has been partly disturbed and trees are growing out of the S end.

While the clearance cairns are consistent with prehistoric use of the land the structure is more likely to have been in use c200 years ago prior to the clearances

Recommendation:  
These remains should be protected and together with the cairns left either unplanted or planted with low density shallow rooted trees.


Site No.:


6.

NGR:


NH 5704 9860

Site Description:

A mortar-rendered building, measuring 9m by 4m, has already been recorded here as a site by the Forestry Authority.  The remains of an additional structure also 9m long abut the W end of this building and there are traces of a possible yard extending 5m to the S.  This was shown as roofed in 1903 with an enclosure to the N (not noted during the survey).

 Recommendation:
The remains should be protected during felling and planting.   A 20m zone of protection should include the possible building to the W and the yard to the S.  If the enclosure to the N can be identified this should also be protected 


Site No.:


7.

NGR:


NH 5713 9860

Site Description:

This sheepfold was shown in its present form in 1903 and has already been identified by the Forest Authority.  It is rectangular in form measuring 40m N/S by 16m E/W.  The 1874 survey showed a simpler version with a dyke possibly running towards Site 6.

Recommendation:
This site has already been partially preserved by the Forest Authority.


Site No.:


8.

NGR:


NH 5692 9903

Site Description:

An irregular drystone dyke can be traced running approximately NE/SW from the modern track to the enclosure owned by the Scottish Hydro.  Its course beyond this could not be seen.  The style of dyking is either early 19thC or predates the introduction of sheep to the area.  It was not shown on the earlier OS maps.  It cannot be traced S of the road unless Site 4 is a continuation of it.  The styles of construction are markedly different, suggesting these are features of different periods.

Recommendation:
This should be protected from damage during felling and a strip 5m either side left unplanted.


Site No.:


9.

NGR:


NH 5676 9910

Site Description:

3 probable stone clearance heaps c5m diameter by 0.75m high lie c100m due W of the centre of the Hydro fenced compound.   No other features are visible in the vicinity, though it is unlikely that 3 cairns mark the extent of this field system.

They appear similar to the cairns identified at Sites 2 & 5.

Recommendation:
Ideally these should be preserved during felling and planting operations.  It is recognised that the incomplete nature of this feature makes its preservation of a lesser priority.

Site No.:


10.

NGR:


NH 5705 9903

Site Description:

To the W of the enclosure, previously marked as an archaeological site on Forest Authority maps, and just outside the survey area, is an irregular drystone walled enclosure measuring 35m N/S and 26 maximum N/S.  The S wall curves to link with the NE corner.  The N edge may be confused with a forestry cutting.  It lies just outside the survey area but is probably contemporary with Site 8.

Recommendation:
Not applicable as outside survey area.

Site No.:


11.

NGR:


NH 5655 9852

Site Description:

A taped circle of trees marks the location of the footings for a hut circle or roundhouse 10m in internal diameter.  Only an outer face of stones can be seen.  Extending 20m to the E is a terrace marked by 1 clearance cairn and a possible boulder line, though the stones of the latter may have been shifted by forestry ploughs.   This terrace lies 40m N of a sharper break in slope.

45m to the N on the crest of a slight hill is a cairn of large stones which measures 12m by 3m and is aligned roughly N/S.  This may be the remains of a building though no distinct walling can be seen.  Alternatively it may be the remains of a burial cairn.

The remains are consistent with a small prehistoric settlement.  The extent of the associated field system may become clearer after felling.

Recommendation:
Felling in this area should be carried out sensitively to prevent damage to the identified features.   Replanting should follow the Forest Authority Guidelines in leaving at least 20m clear from the edge of identified features and linking the hut circle and cairn in a single unplanted area.

Site No.:


12.

NGR:


NH 5675 9866

Site Description:

Running NE for c90m from a forest ride are the remains of a substantial boulder dyke.  The stones measure up to 1m in diameter and are the only feature of the dyke to survive, so it is unclear whether the remainder of the dyke structure was of turf or stone.  It is not shown on earlier OS maps.  The N edge of the dyke has been disturbed by previous forestry operations but the lack of large stones to the NE suggest it may not have extended much further.   Near the E end of the dyke is a rectangular cut c10m square (not measured on the ground).  This, at the time of the survey, was thought to be the result of modern forestry operations but it may, in retrospect, mark an enclosure 

connected with the dyke.

The dating and function of the dyke is uncertain.

Recommendation:
This dyke should be preserved as sufficiently distinct from the other features recorded to represent a different period of use for this land.  A 5m unplanted zone should be left on either side of the dyke.  Contractors should be made aware of the dyke’s location to prevent its damage during felling operations.

Site No.:


13.

NGR:


NH 5691 9923

Site Description:

A potential site was identified here by the Forest Authority.  Nothing was noted on the ground.

Recommendation:
No action.

Site No.:


14.

NGR:


NH 5693 9930

Site Description:

A potential site was identified here by the Forest Authority.  Nothing was noted on the ground.

Recommendation:
No action.
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