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An Archaeological Survey of the Area of a Proposed Woodland Grant Scheme at Balblair, Edderton, Easter Ross

Introduction

The author was asked by Iain MacLennan Forestry to carry out an archaeological desk-based assessment and rapid walk-over survey of the area of the proposed Woodland grant Scheme at Balblair, Edderton, Easter Ross. The object of the assessment was to locate previously recorded archaeological features, identify as yet unrecorded features and recommend measures to be taken to minimise the impact of the planting on these sites. The recommendations would take into account the construction of boundary fences and access routes as well as planting areas.

Method

Information about previously recorded archaeological sites was obtained from the Sites and Monuments Record, held by the Archaeology Unit within the Department of Planning and Development at Highland Council in Inverness. Further background information was obtained from the Highland archive in Inverness and in conversation with Reay Clark of Edderton who kindly visited the area of the survey with me. This was followed by a rapid walk-over survey, carried out on 21.2.01 in generally good weather conditions but with sporadic downpours.

Topography

The proposed WGS covers an area of land rising on both sides of the Craigrory Burn where it drops rapidly towards the low ground of Edderton. Below about 40m. asl. the land has been improved into fairly featureless grazings; at this height there is a section of bank with the appearance of a raised beach line. Above this height the unimproved ground is poorly drained with pockets of standing water. The better drained land is gradually being colonized by regenerating birch and gorse. A couple of mounds, particularly Torr Sgriobhaidh, appear to be glacially deposited.

Archaeological and Historical Background

The hills behind Edderton are rich in prehistoric sites, particularly chambered cairns, brochs and hut circle settlements. The distribution of these sites ranges from sea level to over 200m to the west of the Struie Hill. The Edderton area appears to have been of some importance since prehistoric times, with a possible stone circle, a standing stone carved with later Pictish symbols and later Pictish Christian monuments in the kirkyard. As the Dornoch Firth is considered to have formed the boundary between Norse and Pictish spheres of influence, it is likely hat Edderton formed an important Pictish power base.

In the mediaeval period the agricultural land would have been divided into fermtouns held by tacksmen. The pairing of he names Meikle Gluich and Little Gluich, with the names Meikle Daan and Meikle Dallas suggests that these holdings were divided at some date, and that now unnamed or lost fermtouns were known as Little Daan and Little Dallas. The area was in the ownership of the Rosses of Balnagown who established themselves here in the 14th century. The original house of Meikle Daan was recorded in 1592 although the present building dates from 1680, when Daan was acquired from the Rosses by the Munros of Foulis.

There are no records of actual Clearances in the area, although extensive improvements took place from around 1790 onwards. The original Balblair Distillery was established in 1790, and Edderton Mains in 1819.

The Archaeological Survey

The following archaeological features were identified during the archaeological survey:

1.  NH 6856 8378 : Sheepfank A modern concrete and wood post fank

2.  NH 6863 8385 : Area of Clearance Heaps A spread group of at least six clearance heaps, with no obvious associated features                          (Photo no. 1)
3.  NH 690 839 : Meikle Gluich / Rhibreak, Three hut circles and associated features, SMR no. NH68SE0018  Hut circle A, at NH 6888 8391 and hut circle B at NH 6894 8391 are both visible as grassy, slightly raised oval platforms (Photos 2 and 3) Between the two are four mounds, probably clearance cairns, and one small circular feature approximately 3m in diameter (Photo no. 4). Further cairns, a possible small circular feature and a possible field boundary lie south of the circles near the present fence. Approximately 15m north of hut circle B are a small circular feature and another structure, and 20m NE of hut circle B is another small circular feature (Photo no. 5)
Hut circle C, at NH 6911 8396 consists of a circle of visible large stones (Photos 6 and 7). There are no obvious contemporary features in its vicinity. The ground in this area is deeply scarred with drainage ditches, up to 2m wide but blocked and grassed over, giving the appearance of sunken trackways.

4.  NH 6946 8418 : Meikle Dallas, Farmstead, SMR no.NH68SE0025  The farm building itself, a two roomed cottage of crude clay mortar, lies outside the proposed planting area and should not itself be affected. But an associated enclosing dyke (Photo no. 8) and well (Photo no. 9) lie on  the boundary of the planting area. The dyke runs to the west of the farmstead, SSE into the present forestry plantation. This section takes the form of a grassy turf dyke. North of the farmstead the dyke turns sharply NE; along this section the rubble is exposed. The possible well is located immediately to the east of the dyke where there is an apparent gateway west of the farmstead. It is visible as a rectangular, waterlogged depression.

5.  NH 6903 8421 : Torr nam Broc, Farmstead, SMR no. NH68SE0028 The main building is a substantial ruin, a well-constructed two-room cottage with dressed stone door and window frames, fireplace surround and quoins. The attached byre is in more ruinous condition, but also has dressed stone (Photos 10 and 11). These buildings are aligned E-W and measure in total 20m. Close to the SE corner of this main building is a rough rubble square structure with a short section of dyke extending east. To the NW a further structure is built into the bank (Photo no. 12) This has a rubble, irregularly shaped stackyard to its east, and behind this a bank or dyke runs 20m WNW along the ridge before becoming indistinct in thick gorse.

6.  NH 6923 8445 : Dyke. A section of what look like the demolished footings of a drystone dyke, double skin with rubble fill, runs NW-SE but could not be followed through thick gorse.                                                            (Photo no. 13)

7.  NH 6951 8441 : Dyke. The remains of a turf and stone dyke runs WSW-ENE through the trees to meet dyke no. 10. To the west it cannot be traced through low wet ground.                                                                                        (Photo no. 14)
8.  NH 6936 8453 : Structure and dykes. The grassy footings of a small rectangular building, measuring 8m by 3.5m (Photo no.15). From just south of this building, the footings of a dyke run ENE towards the clearance heaps (no.9). What is possibly the continuation of this dyke runs SSE from south of the building for around 10m. A further, unconnected dyke begins west of this dyke and runs SE to the low wet ground where it may connect to the section of dyke noted as no.7. (Photo no.16)
9. NH 6863 8385 : Area of Clearance Heaps A spread pile of cleared stone, rubble and some refuse which may cover the indistinct remains of a structure. A smaller clearance heap lies close by.

10.  NH 6954 8455 : Dyke The boundary dyke between the improved land of Balblair and the rougher grazing to the west. This dyke appears to represent an intermediate style between turf dykes and drystone dykes, being low and wide at the base with a distinct batter, constructed of fairly uniformly sized stones. It is typical of several dykes on the improved farmland.                           (Photo no.17)
11.  NH 6942 8468 : Track A grassy trackway has been constructed dropping obliquely down the bank to a small field adjacent to the river. The track has a ditch on its upper side

12.  NH 6924 8482 : Craigrory Burn, Farmstead  The grass-covered rubble footings of one building aligned ENE-WSW, measuring 10m. by 5m. This is located within a roughly square enclosure defined by broad rubble consumption-type dykes. The eastern section is spread to 3m. width at its base. South of this enclosure, in thick gorse, are other dykes which may represent a further building or another enclosure. A track leads down the bank to a small field by the river.

13.  NH 6954 8481 : Craigrory Burn, Farmstead The rubble remains of two buildings. The first, aligned NNE-SSW, measures approximately 5m. by 3.5m.and has an entrance in the center of the SSE facing wall (Photo no.18). The second building is located immediately to the north of the first, and is aligned NNW-SSE. It measures approximately 11m. by 3.6m. and has an entrance in the center of the SSW facing wall. A pile of stones immediately to the SE of these two buildings represents an indistinct structure, and a trackway leads down the bank from the farmstead to a field  by the river.

14.  NH 6977 8472 : Clearance Pile In a waterlogged hollow at the base of the raised beach bank is a spread pile of clearance stones                                  Photo no. 19)

15.  NH 6970 8476 : Track A trackway has been constructed running obliquely down the bank giving access to the lower field.

16.  NH 6973 8466 : Torr Sgriobhaidh, Cairn / Cist, SMR no. NH68SE0002 Investigation of this cairn apparently produced a flint knife and jet necklace. There is now no trace of a cist or cairn on top of this large natural knoll (Photo no. 20)

17.  NH 6975 8455 : Dyke This field dyke is in poor condition, but is of the same construction as dyke no. 10. It lies just east of the present fence, so may be outside the proposed WGS and therefore will be unaffected.

Archaeological Conclusions

Although there are no recorded clearances for Balblair, it is obvious from the number of abandoned farmsteads that a process of depopulation did take place. No townships or clachans were located within the area of the survey, and it appears that the pattern of settlement immediately prior to depopulation was one of individual isolated farmsteads occupying the better-drained locations, consisting of one or two dwellings and an enclosure. The probable shepherd’s dwelling at Torr nam Broc was probably built over an earlier site. 

Recommendations

The following sites, which contain more than one feature, should have all the features protected by an exclusion zone of 20m. extending away from the outermost point of each outlying feature:

3.  NH 690 839 : Meikle Gluich / Rhibreak, Three hut circles and associated features

5.   NH 6903 8421 : Torr nam Broc, Farmstead
8.   NH 6936 8453 : Structure and dykes.

12. NH 6936 8453 : Structure and dykes.

13. NH 6936 8453 : Structure and dykes.

The following site, although having no visible archaeological features, should be protected from planting by an exclusion zone of 20m. from the edge of the mound:

16. NH 6973 8466 : Torr Sgriobhaidh, Cairn / Cist

The following features should be protected from planting by an exclusion zone of 5m. from the edge of the feature:

2.   NH 6863 8385 : Area of Clearance Heaps

9.   NH 6863 8385 : Area of Clearance Heaps

14. NH 6977 8472 : Clearance Pile

The following linear features should be protected from planting by an exclusion zone of 5m. extending to either side of the feature:

6.  NH 6923 8445 : Dyke
7.  NH 6951 8441 : Dyke

10. NH 6954 8455 : Dyke

11. NH 6942 8468 : Track

15. NH 6970 8476 : Track

18. NH 6975 8455 : Dyke

The following archaeological site lies outside the proposed planting area, but care should be taken when fencing to leave 5m. between the fenceline and the enclosing dyke:

4. NH 6946 8418 : Meikle Dallas, Farmstead

The following modern feature lies within the proposed planting area but it is not considered necessary for it to be protected by a planting exclusion zone. As is has a concrete base, trees will not be planted on it, so it will survive within the woodland as a feature:

1. NH 6856 8378 : Sheepfank
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