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1.0 Background

The author was asked by Tilhill UPM to carry out an archaeological evaluation, consisting of a desk-based assessment and rapid walk-over survey, of an area of proposed SFGS planting for Gruids Common Grazings on the NW side of the Ord, by Lairg in Sutherland. The object of the evaluation was to identify previously recorded archaeological sites or sites of archaeological or historical interest, to check the accuracy of their records and note associated minor features such as field systems, and to locate and record previously unidentified archaeological features. The ensuing gazetteer of archaeological sites will inform the design of the planting scheme and recommend measures for mitigating the impact of the scheme on the archaeological record.

2.0 Archaeological Background

The Ord is an extensive archaeological site of national importance, with individual sites including Neolithic chambered cairns, Bronze Age burial cairns, round houses and field systems as well as later farmsteads. The area has most likely been extensively investigated and it can be assumed that  the prehistoric sites have already been recorded, although there remains the possibility of minor cultivation features or later structures not having been noted.

The settlement area of the Ord occupies the south and east slopes of the hill. There are scatterings of hut circles to the north of the summit, but these occupy the relatively high, well-drained ground above the 110m contour, and all are sited to the east of the ridge. The exception to this is the single hut circle immediately south of the broch, which has no associated field system, and may have performed a different function. The broch itself is undoubtedly strategically placed for greatest visual effect from the loch, which was part of a major through route from the east to west coasts from earliest times.

A large part of Ord Hill is a Scheduled Ancient Monument (SAM); the Scheduled area is, at its closest, only approximately 100m from the edge of the proposed scheme. While the planting will not affect this area directly, any significant alteration to the setting of a SAM would be considered to have a negative impact. It may be advisable to consult Historic Scotland on the potential visual impact of the scheme on the Ord.

The following archaeological sites are recorded on the Highland Sites and Monuments Record (SMR) and the National Monuments Record for Scotland (NMRS) as within or adjacent to the present area of evaluation:

            Ferry Wood Broch at NC 5719 0679

            SMR no. NC50NE0041

      NMRS no. NC50NE 42

      Located within the forestry plantation

      Ferry Wood Hut Circle at NC 5719 0674

      SMR no. NC50NE0042

      NMRS no. NC50NE 43 

      Described as being on a hillock south of the broch and destroyed by forestry operations, but the Forestry Commission interpretation panel on the forest walk shows it as just south of the forest boundary.

Baddineskin Farmstead at NC 5679 0575

NMRS no. NC50NE 107

Unroofed buildings and associated enclosures as noted on the 1st edition OS map.

3.0 Historical Background

The Ord, or Ord of Petfure, is a part of the Barony of Gruids which came into the ownership of Sir George Munro of Poyntzfield at the end of the 18th century. In 1820 Sir George decided to sell some land from the Barony to Major Gilchrist of Ospisdale and Shinness, who proposed to convert it into a sheep farm. The tenants of Clunol and Pitfure were removed in 1821 and the land let to two sheepfarmers, MacGregor and Fraser.

The 1st edition OS map, surveyed in 1879. shows a number of small abandoned farmsteads, enclosures and sections of dyke which would appear to date to a pre-Clearance landscape, and larger, rectangular enclosures and linear boundaries which appear to date to the period of sheep farming. One sheepfold is recorded, attached to the boundary dyke immediately south of Ferry Wood broch, although this has more the appearance of a small bothy. The long boundary dyke running east of Baddineckin and curving to the loch shore is recorded on the 1879 map, but not the extension to the north or the internal division although it is highly unlikely that these features post-date 1879. The land on both sides of the dyke is recorded as rough grazing. It is unlikely that this dyke is an Early Modern township dyke and it is more likely to be a land division of the sheep farming period

The Matheson family purchased Gruids in 1840 and during their ownership land was annexed for tree planting, including probably the small plantation to the north of the Ord, which is indicated on the 1879 OS map.

The hydro-electric dam on the Shin, completed in 1959, had the effect of raising the water levels of Loch Shin by 11m, flooding the low ground west of the Ord for 800m south of  and 100-150m east of the original loch shore. This has had the effect of separating  Baddineckin and the enclosed ground to its north from the in-bye ground it was originally associated with.. A large rectangular enclosure, possibly a sheep park, is completely inundated to the NW of Baddineckin.

4.0 Gazetteer of Archaeological Sites

A rapid walk-over survey was carried out on September 28th 2006 in good weather conditions. The following archaeological features were noted:

1. Ferry Wood Broch at NC 5719 0679. This structure lies within the existing forestry plantation, north of the drystone dyke, and will be unaffected by the present scheme.

2. Ferry Wood Hut Circle at NC 5719 0674. This is almost definitely on the small, flat-topped knoll south of the drystone dyke but within the present fenced area, and should be unaffected by the scheme. Thickness of vegetation made it impossible to ascertain whether there are any associated cultivation features.

3. Turf and Rubble Dyke from NC 5685 0664 to NC 5790 0595. This is a prominent landscape feature, ditched on the outer, or north and east side, and rising approximately 1m above the surrounding landscape.

4. Turf Dyke from NC 5687 0661 to NC 5792 0640. This is a low and indistinct landscape feature

5. Turf dyke from NC 5681 0615 to NC 5690 0614. This is a visible landscape feature running along the bottom of  a wet valley.

6.  Baddineskin Farmstead at NC 5679 0575. These structures lie within natural woodland south of the present scheme and were not visited during this evaluation.

5.0 Archaeological Conclusions

While no new archaeological sites were noted within the area of evaluation, it should be recorded that the thickness of the vegetation cover, heather growing to 0.5m in height, would have the effect of obscuring any minor cultivation features. On the other hand, it is assumed that this area has been covered by previous archaeological investigations at a time when the ground was less obscured and that the lack of recorded features in the area is a valid reflection of the absence of early settlement and cultivation

The three sites within the planting area, all turf and stone dykes, have the appearance of  land boundaries likely to be associated with sheep farming in the mid-19th century, on land which was only of use for rough grazing.

6.0 Recommendations

Three archaeological features were noted within the boundaries of the scheme: the turf and stone dykes, sites3, 4 and 5. It is recommended that these be protected from planting within corridors of a minimum of 5m width.

It was noted that any visible alteration to the landscape may have an adverse effect on the setting of the Scheduled  sites on the Ord. However, the open landscape of the hill is already surrounded by forestry plantations and is in sight of other modern features such as housing. An extension to the woodland already in existence at Baddineckin will have only a minor impact on the Scheduled sites, and may in fact represent a return to a partially wooded landscape that would have been in existence in Prehistoric times. It is true that this band of planting will have the effect of blocking the view of the open water of the southern tip of Loch Shin but, as has been noted, this part of the loch only came into existence in 1959 with the completion of the hydro-electric scheme, and this would not have been open water at the time of the Ord settlements.
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