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Scourie and Badcall Common Grazings: Areas of proposed SFGS at Gleann Scourie and Slugid Liath, Scourie, Eddrachillis, Sutherland: Archaeological Evaluation

1.0 Background

The author was asked by UPM Tilhill to carry out an archaeological evaluation, consisting of a desk-based assessment and rapid walk-over survey, of two areas of proposed SFGS planting for Scourie and Badcall Common Grazings  at Gleann Scourie and Slugid Liath, east of Scourie in the Parish of Eddrachillis, 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 southern area, Slugid Liath,  is considered particularly sensitive because of the presence of a Scheduled Ancient Monuments  (SAM) within 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, and the enclosing of monuments within a woodland scheme will have the possible effect of reducing their accessibility and visibility to the general public.

2.0 Historical Background

Major historical events such as the 19th century clearances have probably had little effect on this landscape of rocky outcrops and thin soils, unsuitable for cultivation. For a long time this was the western edge of the Reay Forest hunting reserve of the MacKays, and townships of small tenants were confined to the coast or to the major E-W route following Lochs Stack, More and Shin. The location of Eddrachillis parish church, built in 1728-31 at Lower Badcall suggests that this was approximately the centre of the pre-improvement population. The large number of airigh or shieling placenames eg. Loch Airigh na Leisge, Loch Airigh na Beinne and Loch na h-Airigh Sleibhe in the inland hills indicate that this area had an important role in the economy of the small townships, providing seasonal grazing for the black cattle.

Clearances to make way for the sheep farms, which began as early as 1780, affected mostly the coastal settlements of Kylestrome, Glendhu and Maldie to the south, with the tenants being settled on smallholdings at Scourie or employed at the fishing station at Badcall. The tenants’ hill grazing was considerably reduced with the establishment of the sheep farm at Glendhu in 1801 and the later farm at Scourie for the Sutherland estate factor, Evander MacIver in the 1840s. MacIver was responsible for the clearance of tenants from the island of Handa to add the grazing to his farm

After 1840 the land east of the two main sheep farms was given over as a deer forest, with an improved road from Lairg to Scourie completed in 1847. Loch Stack Lodge was built in 1850, the offices at Achfary in 1853. It would appear that this road alignment, followed by the modern  A894, differs considerably from the original road, or track, from Scourie to Loch Stack, which John Thomson records in 1823 as passing through the hills from the east end of Loch a’ Bhadaidh Daraich to the upper end of Strath Stack, south of Ben Stack. This may have been no more than a drove route and is likely to have passed through Gleann Scourie.

The tenants of Scourie and Duartbeg were allocated an area of hill grazing to the east of these two townships, which was eventually separated from the deer forest by a wire fence after Lord Grosvenor took on the tenancy of Reay in 1888. This may be the boundary shown on modern maps as running NE from Loch Airigh na Beinne to Loch Stack Lodge. Although Lord Grosvenor had a network of stalkers’ paths constructed through the deer forest, the tracks within the common grazings are most likely to have been built by the crofters to areas of peat cuttings.

3.0  Area 1. Gleann Scourie

3.1 Archaeological Background

There are no recorded archaeological sites within this area, and there has been no previous archaeological evaluation

3.2 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. Shieling structure at NC 1716 4422 Occupying a grassy knoll immediately west of the electricity pole, the low stone footings of a rectangular structure aligned E-W and measuring 2.5m by 1.5m, possibly sitting within the footprint of a larger or more complex structure, or with a small dairy extension attached to the NW corner (Photo no. 1)

2. Shieling structure at NC 1720 4418 Occupying open grassy ground, a sub-square structure measuring 2m by 1.5m immediately NW of an area of confused rubble which may represent the footings of a building aligned NW-SE and measuring 5.5m by 2m.  (Photo no. 2)

3. Small shieling structure at NC 1723 4418 a dairy platform measuring 1m by 0.5m at the edge of the grassy area and adjacent to site 4. (Photo no. 3)

4. Bank or dyke from NC 1723 4418 to NC 1726 4419 A low turf and stone bank or field boundary which curves north to meet the old road alignment.

5. Shieling structure at NC 1729 4412 A sub-circular structure measuring 3m by 3.5m and with a possible entrance to the W. Obscured by bracken. (Photo no. 4)

6. Shieling structure at NC 1736 4412 Occupying a slight knoll, but obscured by bracken

7. Shieling structure at NC 1740 4407 Sub-rectangular structure, possibly two-compartmented and aligned NE-SW

8. Shieling structure at NC 1739 4408 Possible structure, obscured by bracken

9. Shieling structure at NC 1751 4405 Definite stone footings, but obscured by bracken.

10. Shieling structure at NC 1753 4404 Rough shelter formed by large boulders placed onto the upper side of a large glacial boulder. (Photo no. 5)

11. Shieling structures at NC 1784 4403 and NC 1785 4404. One structure occupying a slight grassy knoll although obscured by bracken, and a small dairy platform measuring 0.75m in diameter. (Photo no. 6)

12. Shieling structure at NC 1786 4408 A similar structure but obscured by bracken

13. Shieling structure at NC 1780 4417 A similar structure but obscured by bracken

14. Shieling structure at NC 1775 4419 A similar structure but obscured by bracken

15. Shieling structure at NC 1771 4423 An oval structure occupying a slight heathery knoll, measuring 4m by 3m and aligned E-W (Photo no. 7)

16. Turf bank or dykes from NC 1767 4424 to NC1781 4427 and from NC 1774 4425 to NC 1772 4428 A substantial, straight turf and stone dyke running east up to a small rock face, becoming low and stony to the west and probably destroyed by the present road alignment. The short section of dyke running NW from this  is built on the west bank of a small stream.

17. Shieling structure at NC 1761 4421 small structure at the base of the grassy slope

18. Shieling structures at NC 1762 4422 Two joined circular structures and, 2m to the NW an oval structure defined by small set stones and measuring 4m by 3m, open to the south (Photo no. 8)

19. Shieling structure at NC 1763 4423 A circular structure measuring 4m in diameter

20. Turf and rubble dyke from NC 1754 4420 to NC 1761 4424 A low turf dyke forms three sides of an approximately square enclosure, but to the NE the dyke becomes more substantial and coursed drystone, turning back sharply on itself to run SW down the slope then terminate abruptly (Photo no. 9)

21. Former road alignment at NC 1735 4422. The road alignment as recorded on the 1st edition OS map and probably the road constructed in 1847, now superceded and returned to grass.

3.3 Summary of Archaeological Sites.

All of the sites noted during the walk-over survey, with the exception of site 21, the former road alignment, are shieling structures or associated banks, which represent a high density of  seasonal occupation in the early modern period. This would suggest that Gleann Scourie was the main shieling area for the township of Scourie Mor.

The structures appear to form three groups:

· Sites 1-4, on open grassy ground bounded to the east by a turf dyke may represent a small farmstead occupied throughout the year but too small to be recorded on early maps

· Sites 5-14 are spread around the sides of the glen and appear to occupy any suitable knoll. There are unlikely to have been any territorial divisions, and their geographical spread is most likely to represent the suitability of well-drained sites for dwellings

· Sites 15-20 appear to form more of a group, although this may not be significant. The presence of a fairly large enclosed area and a boundary dyke may represent a more permanent land use

As was noted during the desk-based assessment, the glen appears to have been on the main route east prior to the construction of the 1847 road. It is therefore likely to have been a stance for the gathering of cattle for the drove to southern markets during the 17th-18th centuries.

All of these structures probably fell out of use with the introduction of sheep farming at the beginning of the 19th century.

3.4 Recommendations

It is recommended that the archaeological sites identified during this evaluation be protected from planting in groups within open ground rather than as individual sites. The recommended grouping is as follows:

· Sites 1-4

· Sites 5-10

· Sites 11-14

· Sites 15-20

Site 21 should also be left unplanted as a landscape feature.

4.0 Area 2. Slugid Liath

4.1 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 this area:

Cnoc an Daimh Chambered Cairn at NC 1667 4293

Scheduled Ancient Monument Index no. 1787

SMR no. NC14SE0003

NMRS no. NC14SE 3

Cnoc an Daimh Hut Circles at NC 1666 4290 and NC 1664 4288 

SMR no. NC14SE0014

NMRS no. NC14SE 14

Slugaird Liath Homestead at NC 1691 4276

SMR no. NC14SE0013

NMRS no. NC14SE 13

Cnoc a’ Chaise Hut Circles at NC 1712 4288 and NC 1705 4285

NMRS no. NC14SE 12

All of these sites are recorded on the 1:25000 Ordnance Survey map. In addition, a number of hut circles with associated field systems and burnt mounds are recorded in the area north of Lochan Sgeireach. There is, therefore, the possibility of unrecorded prehistoric sites within the survey area.

4.2 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:

Previously recorded sites: 

1. Cnoc an Daimh Chambered Cairn at NC 1667 4293. This Scheduled Ancient Monument is a prominent structure occupying the top of a knoll, consisting of a bare rubble pile and an exposed inner chamber with some small in situ orthostats to the east end of the chamber. The Scheduled Area does not extend far beyond the visible structure  (Photo no. 10)

2. Cnoc an Daimh Hut Circles at NC 1666 4290 and NC 1664 4288 These two structures are very eroded and difficult to identify on the ground. The one nearer to the chambered cairn is slightly more distinct and the further one, adjacent to the fence, occupies the level summit of a small knoll (Photo no. 11) An associated field system is located on the steep south facing slope to the south of the hut circles. This consists of an approximately rectangular cleared area of cultivation, bounded to the south by what is probably a later dyke (Site no. 5, below) with field clearance piles at NC 1665 4285, 1669 4287, (Photo no. 12) 1671 4284 and 1670 4281

3. Slugaird Liath Homestead at NC 1691 4276 A  rectangular or sub-oval structure visible as heathery walling measuring 10m by 6m on a slight platform sheltered to the west by higher ground. A small field system to the SE, represented by two field clearance piles, has been recorded, but this was not noted during this evaluation. (Photo no. 13)

4. Cnoc a’ Chaise Hut Circles at NC 1712 4288 and NC 1705 4285. The eastern of the two structures is the most easily identifiable, being located at the base of a small outcrop, with relatively well-defined walls and some exposed stones.  (Photo no. 14) The western circle is less distinct, occupying a small platform immediately below the small path. (Photo no. 15) Field clearance piles are scattered from NC 1707 4284 and NC 1706 4285 along a cleared area of former cultivation running parallel to the stream and bounded to the SE by a low turf and stone dyke, which may not be contemporary, running from NC 1716 4290 to NC 1718 4292

Unrecorded sites:

5. Bank or Dyke from NC 1672 4287 to NC 1677 4284. This dyke is truncated to the west but probably originally continued beyond the present fence line. It crosses the stream and terminates at the south side of the small valley, against a rock face.

6. Rubble walling at NC 1692 4294. A 10m section of rubble walling, running E-W, closing the gap between two rock faces  on the high point of the ridge. (Photo no. 16)

7. Bank or Dyke from NC 1659 4294 to NC 1674 4297. This low, heathery bank runs just north of the chambered cairn. On the low ground it becomes indistinct but probably originally followed the water course NE. (Photo no. 17)

8. Peat Track. The present track running from the road to south of Lochan Tigh Mhic Chailein partly overlies an older track (Site no. 10). The eastern section post-dates the 1st edition OS map and leads to an area of extensive peat cuttings which presumably served the community of Badcall during the 20th century.

9. Cairn at NC 1703 4331 A small pile of stones on the top of the ridge north of the peat track. It consists of seven stones, with other stones nearby which may have slipped off, built onto a prominent boulder (Photo no. 18)

10. Old Track from NC 1685 4313 to NC 1667 4342. This trackway or path is recorded on the 1st edition OS map, and runs north to Loch a’ Bhadaidh Daraich. Its function is uncertain, except to provide the residents of Badcall with a short cut to the main Scourie-Lairg road. There are no obvious constructed features in the section which is not overlain by the later peat track, but two small marker cairns were noted at NC 1684 4319 and NC 1679 4327. These may be of later date. (Photo no. 19)

4.3 Summary of Archaeological Sites

No prehistoric sites other than those already recorded were noted during this evaluation. Land use appears to have been more intensive in the prehistoric period than in later periods. Sections of turf and rubble dyke (Sites 5, 6 and 7) would appear to indicate early modern land use, but only land divisions, and there are no cultivation features or shieling sites which can definitely be dated to this period. Modern land use, also, appears to have centred on peat cutting, as well as rough grazing which has left no archaeological record. The most interesting early modern or modern feature is probably the old trackway running north, which indicates how people moved through their landscape in the days before the modern road system.

4.4 Recommendations

The recorded prehistoric sites, sites 1, 2, 3 and 4 are already within proposed areas of open ground within the planting scheme. It is recommended that these areas be modified slightly as follows:

Sites 1 and 2: The area around the chambered cairn should be extended south to include the visible features of cultivation contemporary with the hut circles, and the probably later turf dyke, site 5, and east to include the turf dyke, site 7, running down to the stream.

Site 4. The open ground including the two hut circles should be extended east, broadening the unplanted area along the water course to include the turf dyke and field clearance cairns.

Sites 6, section of rubble dyke, and 9, small cairn, should be protected from planting within an exclusion zone extending 5m from the visible feature.

Site 10. old trackway, should be retained as a clear landscape feature, within a corridor at least 5m in width.
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