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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 Rhifail Sheepstock Club on the east bank of the Naver at Syre in Strathnaver 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.

The area is considered particularly sensitive because of the presence of several Scheduled Ancient Monuments  (SAMs) within and adjacent to the scheme. SAMs are of national importance and protected by law from damage or significant alteration of their setting, and consultation with Historic Scotland will be required before the scheme goes ahead. It should be noted that the Scheduled area of a SAM frequently extends beyond the visible remains, and no planting would be allowed within this area. Any ground disturbance such as the erection of a stock fence would require Scheduled Monument Consent

It should also be noted that groups of SAMs and their associated landscape features are often considered to have a visual relationship to each other and to other landscape features, and that the impeding of this visual relationship by the planting of trees would be considered to have a negative impact on the sites. Further, the entire prehistoric and historic landscape of Strathnaver can be considered to be of national importance, much of which has been presented and interpreted to the public in the Strathnaver Trail, and the enclosing of monuments within a woodland scheme will have the possible effect of reducing their accessibility and visibility.

2.0 Archaeological Background

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

Allt Achadh nam Preas/Dalvina Lodge, Hut Circle and Field System at NC 6935 4285

SMR no. NC64SE0024

NMRS no. NC64SE 24

Scheduled Ancient Monument Index no. 5627

The Scheduled Area of this monument is a roughly oval shape approximately 140m N-S and 100m E-W to incorporate the associated field system.

It should be noted that the location given on most OS maps is inaccurate, and the monument is actually 100m ESE.

(See site no. 1, below)

Allt Achadh nam Preas/Dalvina Lodge, Hut Circle at NC 6971 4266

SMR no. NC64SE0006

NMRS no. NC64SE 6

Scheduled Ancient Monument Index no. 6528

The Scheduled area of this monument is a rough circle approximately 40m in diameter, with the hut circle  in the southern part

Although this monument is outwith the proposed planting area, it is included here as the Scheduled area is adjacent to the boundary of the scheme and should be taken into account when the precise boundary line is being fixed to ensure that it does not extend into the Scheduled area.

(See site no. 2, below)

Auchenrach Township at NC 698 430

SMR no. NC64SE0056

NMRS no. NC64SE 59

Auchenrach Hut circle at NC 6979 4292

SMR no. NC64SE0040

NMRS no. NC64SE 40

Allt Achadh an Reidhe Enclosure at NC 697 432

SMR no. NC64SE0057

NMRS no. NC64SE 63

Scheduled Ancient Monuments, Index no. 5565

These three monuments are all located within a large Scheduled area, which continues east of the road to include the settlement and hut circles of  Achupresh. The Scheduled area extends approximately 20m beyond the enclosing dykes of the two enclosures. The hut circle is within the township of Auchenrach.

(See sites 3, 4, 5, below)

3.0 Historical Background

The whole of Strathnaver is particularly rich in prehistoric settlement remains, including Neolithic chambered cairns, Bronze Age stone circles and Iron Age brochs as well as domestic settlements and fields cleared for cultivation. The many Norse names, such as Rosal, Syre, Dalvina date to the period of Norse settlement and the incorporation of Strathnaver into the lands of the Earls of Orkney.

It can be assumed that the areas of ground brought into cultivation during the prehistoric and early Mediaeval periods, and the same settlement areas continued to be used into the Early Modern period. Rosal was one of the larger townships, supporting 13 families, or 70-80 people. There were smaller townships at Rhiloisk and possibly Dalvina. Immediately before the Clearances there appears to have been a slight increase in population, leading to the establishment of small satellite settlements on land formerly used for sheilings or as hill fields. Achupresh and Auchenrach were two such new farmsteads, outliers of Rosal, supporting two families and one family respectively. Both are recorded on Meredith’s plan of the Heights of Strathnaver in 1811. 

The removal of the population of the east side of the Naver took place in 1814, the land being taken over by Patrick Sellar as a sheep farm. His farmhouse was over the river at Syre, and the hill to the west is divided into sheep parks, drystone-walled and rectangular. There appears to have been no attempt to enclose or divide the lands to the east of the river. A sheepfold is recorded on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map, surveyed in 1878, although this may be a misinterpretation of the hut circle and the farmstead.   

The Syre-Kinbrace road  was constructed between 1873 and 1890, presumably to link the shooting lodges of Strathnaver with the railway at Kinbrace . It passes directly through the two Scheduled sites (3 and 5) The track running along the east bank of the River Naver formerly followed a slightly different route, slightly closer to the river bank.       

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. Allt Achadh nam Preas/Dalvina Lodge, Hut Circle and Field System at NC 6935 4285. The hut circle is located on the edge of a terrace at the upper end of a small stream valley running approximately E-W, and immediately east of where the stream’s course turns from N to W. The site is approximately 100m further SE than marked on the OS maps. It is a clear, heather covered circle, 11m in diameter, the interior of which is notably grassier than its surrounds, and a few large stones are visible in the walling. To the east of this, a field system is  defined by a number of  field clearance stone piles consisting of small, lichen-covered stones, stony banks and set stones marking field edges as far as NC 6942 4280, and to the west, on the opposite bank of the small stream is a group of five field clearance piles marking another, smaller cultivated area extending to NC 6933 4276. 

2. Allt Achadh nam Preas/Dalvina Lodge, Hut Circle at NC 6971 4266. This hut circle is located on the south edge of a prominent flat-topped knoll. The entire area of the knoll is probably formerly improved and cultivated, although the only cultivation features noted were stony banks marking the field edge on the east side of the knoll. 
3. Auchenrach Township at NC 698 430. This is a prominent group of structures occupying a grassy rise adjacent to the road. All the features of the township are located within the boundary, or head dyke, a substantial stone and turf dyke which becomes slightly obscured in wet ground to the north. It is likely that the 19th century township is located on a former sheiling site which was more extensive, as improved ground and cultivation features extend south from the dyke (see below, site no. 6)

4. Auchenrach Hut Circle at NC 6979 4292. This site occupies the highest point of the enclosed ground of Auchenrach township and is an obvious level circular platform, although the walling has probably been robbed out to build later structures.

5. Allt Achadh an Reidhe Enclosure at NC 697 432. This enclosure, straddling the Allt Achadh na Reidhe, is defined by clear stone and turf walling and contains cultivation features.

6. Area of Former Cultivation, Shieling. centred on NC 6970 4278. Improved, grassy ground extends south and west from the boundary dyke of Auchenrach township enclosure. At NC 6968 4280 is a small shieling-type structure  measuring 4.5m by 2.5m and aligned NW-SE, defined by large stones except on the short SE edge where  a loose bank of smaller stones may represent the closing of the structure’s entrance. From NC 69746 42784 to NC 69745 42766 is a row of medium sized stones marking a field edge. There are also field clearance piles in this area. 

7. Possible Shieling structure at NC 6945 4296. One small feature, consisting of a rough oval of medium-sized stones approximately 1m by 1.5m, and a small stone pile immediately to the east of this. It is located set slightly back from the bank above the Allt Achadh nam Preas.

8. Field Clearance Piles at NC 6925 4302 and 6926 4318. These two spread stone piles rise above the heather on the edge of the first terrace above the river, west of the track, and probably represent clearance for cultivation of the area to the east

9. Area of Former Cultivation, centred on NC 6947 4318. An area of approximately 15 field clearance piles and banks measuring 60m NE-SW and 40m NW-SE.

10. Structures at NC 6950 4337. Immediately east of the track is a circular hollow, measuring 2m in diameter which may be some form of ‘potato clamp’ or store. SW of this is a group of ten small, set stones and SW of this one field clearance pile.

11. Features of Early Modern farming. The following structures, all considered to date to the Early Modern period and possibly associated with a small township at Dalvina, are located between the track and the river:

a. Enclosure at NC 6946 4353. Low grassy bank of a rectangular enclosure approximately 10m in length adjacent to the river.

b. Mound at NC 6950 4359. A vegetation covered mound measuring 5m by 3.5m, possibly but unlikely to be natural, and not obviously a field clearance pile, therefore of unknown function.

c. Structure at NC 6952 4357. Low overgrown footings of a building measuring 8m in length and aligned E-W.

d. Mound at NC 6951 4364. A flat topped, irregularly shaped mound measuring 7m in diameter and unlikely to be natural, but of unknown function.

e. Turf and Stone dyke from NC 6954 4356 to NC 6951 4363, truncated to the south by the modern track.

f. Turf and stone dykes from NC 6955 4367 to NC 6954 4380, probably truncated to the south by the modern track. Immediately west of the south end is a possible circular structure 5m in diameter

5.0 Archaeological Conclusions

Six new sites were located during the walk-over survey. While one group of features, site 11, all have the appearance of Early Modern land divisions, enclosures and field clearance, possibly associated with a small settlement at Dalvina, the other structures could date to any period from the Bronze Age to the early 19th century. These are small areas of cultivation, identified by concentrations of field clearance piles and banks, field boundaries and small structures. It is possible that these small plots have been in permanent, occasional or seasonal use throughout this timespan. Further study or investigation may develop a chronology of usage, as the range of types of field clearance, from conical, overgrown piles possibly prehistoric in date, through large-stone piles from initial clearance and small-stone pile of subsequent clearance to rubble  field edges may represent changing use of these plots over time. They form an  element in the historical landscape which contributes to our understanding of the economy of the former population of Strathnaver and where possible should be left unplanted within the scheme.

The Scheduled hut circle, site 1, is a solitary and slightly overgrown example which has probably a low potential for interpretation, but the Scheduled sites 3,4,5 form an attractive and accessible multi-period group of features, linked to further Scheduled sites outwith the scheme to form  a vista of prehistoric and historic land-use and settlement away from the strath itself.

6.0 Recommendations

Sites 10 and 11 lie within areas of proposed open ground, so no further action need be taken to protect them. 

Site 8 is adjacent to open ground, which could be slightly extended east to include these features. 

Sites 6, 7 and 9 lie within the areas of new planting, and should be protected within an exclusion zone extending 20m beyond the visible features, in the case of sites 6 and 9, and 5m in the case of site 7.

Site 2 is a Scheduled Ancient Monument, but the Scheduled area lies outwith the proposed planting area so it should be unaffected. However, it should be identified and marked on the ground to prevent accidental damage during fencing operations.

Sites 1, 3, 4 and 5 are Scheduled Ancient Monuments, which at present lie within the proposed planting area. Even if no ground breaking work takes place within the Scheduled Areas,  Historic Scotland should be consulted. It should be noted that the Scheduled areas extend beyond the visible remains, and should be identified and clearly marked before any work commences. The major problem will probably be the enclosing of sites 3,4,5 within the scheme, which will not only require running a stock or deer fence across the Scheduled area but will also have the later effect of the features being obscured by vegetation and made relatively inaccessible. It would be preferable to leave this group out of the scheme, running the stock fence instead to the west of the Scheduled area, thus allowing the monuments to continue to be grazed and to be accessible to the public.
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