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Introduction

The author was asked by Iain Maclennan Forestry to carry out a desk-based assessment and rapid walk-over survey of the area of the proposed Woodland grant Scheme at Rubha Mor, Mellon Udrigle, Wester Ross. The object of the assessment was to locate previously recorded archaeological sites and identify unrecorded features, to assess the potential impact of the scheme on these features and to recommend mitigating measures to minimise this impact, prior to the formation of final planting plans. These mitigating measures would generally take the form of exclusion zones left unplanted around the archaeological features, and would also take into account lines of new fencing and access routes.

Method

Information on the history of land use in the survey area was acquired from the following books: ‘Gairloch and Guide to Loch Maree’ by J. Dixon (1886) and ‘Peoples and Settlement in North-West Ross’ ed. JR Baldwin (1994). Old Ordnance Survey maps held by the Highland Archive in Inverness showed buildings and features visible at the end of the 19th century. A rapid walk-over survey was carried out on 22.2.01, in wintry weather conditions.

Topography

The area of the survey consists of a series of small hills interspersed with lochans, with deep deposits of peat formed on the lower ground between the lochans, creating a poorly-drained landscape, exposed to the sea and with a uniform poor vegetation cover. Only at Badanaich do brackens and grasses indicate slightly better ground; this improved grazing has been encouraged by muirburn.

Archaeological and Historical Background

Although nearby areas of the West coast are rich in prehistoric settlement, particularly in the Gairloch area and to the East of Loch Ewe, only one settlement site has been located around Mellon Udrigle and Greenstone Point; this is one hut circle, dating to the Bronze or Iron age, uncovered by the erosion of sand dunes on the shore at Mellon Udrigle. As this was ideally located to exploit coastal resources, it is likely that this was not an isolated dwelling, and that further settlements lie under the sand dunes. It is also likely that these prehistoric populations would also have been exploiting the grazings of the interior on at least a seasonal basis, in the same manner and possibly on the same sites as the later pre-Clearance shielings.

Only one archaeological feature has been recorded within the area of the scheme: the shieling site at Badainich, recorded as ruins on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map. These shielings appear to have still been in use in 1822 (Dixon, p.172) Apart from this, there is no historical evidence for settlement or land use other than common grazing beyond the township boundaries of Mellon Udrigle and Opinan, and the now depopulated settlement of Slaggan to the South West. The promontory of Greenstone Point was part of the Gruinard Estate, held by the Mackenzies until 1795, when it was sold to Davidson of Tulloch. He again sold the estate to Meyrick Bankes around 1835. The crofts were created during Davidson’s ownership, but it is likely that it was Bankes who limited the crofters’ access to the hill grazing and the traditional shieling sites.

The Archaeological Survey

The following archaeological features were identified during the survey:

1. At NG 856 962, Badainich, Shieling Site, SMR no. NG89NE0003 A roughly triangular area enclosed by turf and stone dykes (Photo no.1) Within this area is a later, rectangular sheep enclosure (Photo no.2) The remains of at least three shieling structures are spaced along the NW side of the triangle around the sheep enclosure. The furthest SW, itself of indeterminate shape, is associated with a small structure, possibly a well (Photo no. 3) NW of the sheep enclosure is a rectangular structure (Photo no.4) and NE of this are two joined circular and one small oval structures (Photo no.5)
2. At NG 8573 9707, section of stone dyke extending into the loch just to the west of its outflow. (Photo no.6)

3. At NG 8594 9710, possible section of stone dyke extending into the loch (Photo no.7)

4. From NG 8682 9610 to NG 8744 9649, turf dyke. This dyke is visible running NE from Meall a’ Choire then turning at a right angle SE towards Opinan before becoming indistinct in peat cuttings. (Photo no.8). The 1st edition Ordnance Survey map shows this dyke and a further section which curves north to Loch Dubh Camas an Lochan

5. From NG 8697 9560 to NG 8774 9656, dam and water pipeline. The outflow of loch a’ Choire has been straightened for approximately 20 metres, leading to a small concrete dam and sluice mechanism (Photo no.9) The pipeline to the water treatment works has been buried, and excavation of the trench has left a line of boulders (Photo no.10) which could be mistaken for the boulder footings of a dyke line.

6. From NG 8840 9496 to NG 8865 9481, Turf Dyke. This is clearly visible running over the shoulder of Meall Feith-rabhain, but cannot be traced once it drops into the lower, wet ground.

7. Opinan Croft buildings: Several ruined structures lie back from the road. It is assumed that these will not be affected by the scheme and will lie outside the fence and the plantings.

Archaeological Conclusions

All the archaeological features identified during the survey appear to be post-Mediaeval, and probably date either to the immediate pre-Clearance period or to the time of the establishment of large-scale sheep farming. The shieling site at Badanaich, with the only improved grazing in the whole area, continued to be used for later sheep farming, and it is possible that this site was in continuous use for many centuries, with the different types of structure representing different periods of use.
Recommendations

It is recommended that the following linear archaeological features be protected from planting by an exclusion zone left unplanted extending 5m. to either side of the feature:

      4.  Turf Dyke from NG 8682 9610 to NG 8744 9649

6. Turf Dyke from NG 8840 9496 to NG 8865 9481

The following site should be protected from planting by an exclusion zone of 20m extending out from the enclosing dyke of the site:

1. Badainich Shieling Site at NG 856 962

It is assumed that thefollowing features will not be affected by the scheme:

2. Stone dyke in lochan at NG 8573 9707

3. Stone dyke in lochan at NG 8594 9710

7. Opinan crofting township buildings

The water intake and pipeline are assumed to be still in use, and it is assumed that their protection has already been taken into consideration. 
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