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Introduction

The author was asked to carry out a rapid walkover archaeological survey in advance of a WGS application for five separate blocks of ground on Morvich Estate.  This report outlines the findings of this survey and puts forward recommendations for mitigation work to protect the sites identified during this survey.  The survey was carried out to a brief specified by Historic Scotland, based on a standard forestry pro forma used by Highland Council Archaeology Service.

Survey Method

The Sites and Monuments Record of Highland Council was examined before the area was surveyed. No aerial photographs were available for study. A short search was also carried out on relevant documentary sources held in Inverness Reference Library.

This was followed by a walkover survey carried out in cold dry conditions on the 18th December 2002.  Brief notes, a GPS reading and photographs were taken of the relevant sites visited.  Poor visibility, the nature of the sites and poor light prevented photos being taken of all the sites recorded.  The survey included an assessment of the impact of access to the plantation blocks and of the landscape implications of the proposed plantations.  The forestry blocks were visited from south to north and are numbered accordingly, as shown on Figure 2.

Archaeological & Historical Background

The area around Morvich, in common with large areas of Sutherland, is rich in archaeological remains.  This is demonstrated by four separate areas, within the portion of the survey area shown on Figure 1, being designated as Scheduled Ancient Monuments of National Importance.  The areas designated are a small sample of an extensive and upstanding prehistoric landscape that extends on the relatively sheltered  south west facing terrace overlooking the River Fleet below to a height of 200mOD, well above the area surveyed and the modern tree line.  None of the features surviving has been professionally excavated so dating the sites is by example from elsewhere. Only a cairn at NC 7690 9908 has an any record of previous excavation, when a trench cut in 1867 revealed a cremated burial lying over a cist.  Extensive excavations by McCullagh et al in Achany Glen, Lairg carried out between 1989-1993 some 12 miles to the west suggest the earliest settlement in the area was c5,000 years ago.  The visible remains are more likely to date from the Bronze/Iron Age and date anywhere from c1800 BC to 500AD.  

No remains are recorded from the medieval period, though the placename Abercross is possibly of Pictish origin.

The other visible remains, as shown as unroofed on the current OS map, are likely to date to the 18th and early 19th century, though probably on the foundations of a much earlier unrecorded medieval settlement.  Rentals of the Sutherland Estate(Sutherland Estate Management, 1972, SHS, RJ Adams (ed.)) show that the farms of Wester and Easter Abercross (presumably divided by the Abercross Burn) were set to a number of small tenants.  They were cleared as part of a general policy of replacing crafting and joint farmed townships with sheep farms. The farm of Morvich was held by notorious factor for the Sutherland Estates, Patrick Sellar.  The precise date that he took possession and cleared the townships of Wester and Easter Abercross is not known, but was probably after 1828 because John Polson’s lease ended then.  Sellar (Adams  p182) specifically mentioned Wester and Easter Abercross as a place where the inhabitants ‘all live by smuggling (and presumably distilling) whisky’.  No tenants were recorded at Morvich in the 1841 census.  The modern farm layout is therefore likely to date from c1830.  More precise details should be available in the Sutherland Estate Records.  

Farm
Wester Abercross
Easter Abercross

1808 Rental
15 named tenants             £28  4s

32.2 bolls of bear (barley)


John Polson                             £64  1s  

3 tenants at Dalfudrich of Abercross

(below £20)

1811 Rental
11 named tenants

36 bolls bear

£22
John Polson & 5 named tenants

£64 1s

General situation

The land rises from near sea level on the north bank of the River Fleet through an oak woodland zone designated as a Special Area of Conservation (SAC).  The mature oaks here, as shown on the front cover, have been used as an area of wood pasture and still function for this purpose today.  The oak continues up the slopes of the gorge woodlands to be replaced alder and birch.  The limit of surviving woodland is c130m OD.

Survey proposals

Within Blocks 1-3 and 5 only sheep fencing is planned, as these areas lie within existing deer fences as shown on the current OS maps.  Direct planting and some screeding for natural regeneration is also proposed.

Block 4 lies to the north of the existing deer fence and will therefore require a full 6m fence to protect the plantings.  Some mounding as well as screeding and direct planting is proposed.

Survey Results – General Conclusions

As anticipated, the survey revealed that this is a complex and interesting archaeological and historic landscape with several important features not previously recorded.  No major issues were found with the two gorge woodlands, Plantation Blocks 1 and 2, nor with Block 3, though there are some concerns over the siting of individual fences and of access. It is not considered that any of the Scheduled Ancient Monument Areas will be affected by these proposals.

With Block 4 there are a number of archaeological and landscape issues to be addressed and given that this was only a rapid walkover survey it was not possible to answer all these.  This is not to say that planting should not take place in some areas of this Block, but that the areas of archaeological interest need to be more carefully mapped and decisions taken by the curatorial archaeologists in Highland Council as to what features and landscape settings are defined as important. Certainly the method of tree establishment, whether by mounding, hand planting or screeding and natural regeneration, and the density and type of trees relative to the sites recorded needs to be discussed in detail within different areas of this Block.  While no prehistoric roundhouses/hut circles were noted, the recorded clearance cairns reveal the remnants of a prehistoric landscape.  There are also the significant remains of the two townships of Wester and Easter Abercross.  It would be better if both of these were excluded from the planted area and left as areas for sheep grazing.

With Block 5 there is an issue with the features recorded at the south end of this block but on balance, with concerns over current stock feeding in the vicinity, the insertion of a new fencing may, in fact offer better protection than is currently enjoyed by these features.

Spraying of bracken in certain areas would make the archaeological features much more visible. 

Recommendations

Block 1
The fence line should be adjusted on the West side to avoid Sites 2 and 3.  Care must be taken in transporting fencing and other materials to avoid damaging Site 4.  Contractors should be made aware of the Scheduled Ancient Monument at Site 5 and avoid dumping materials or otherwise affecting the scheduled area as shown on Fig 1.

Block 2
No alterations are required to the fence line, though care must be taken to prevent damage to the features at Site 9 on the western edge.  Care must also be taken to limit damage to the enclosure at Site 7.
Block 3
No adjustments to the proposed fence line are required, though care must be taken to prevent damaging the remains on Site 9 to the east.

Block 4
Planting in this area must be related to long-term plans for the rest of the hill ground. The main areas of the two village sites should be excluded from planting.  Ideally they should both lie outside the WGS area and this would require adjusting the proposed plantation boundary to the north of Wester Abercross.  Alternatively the fence line could be shifted further west to avoid the dog-leg into the township.  This area of grassland should be, however excluded from the planted area.  Consideration should be given to re-siting the existing deer fence to the north of Easter Abercross.  Adjustment of the fence line and planting scheme on the south eastern corner is also necessary. 


The areas of clearance cairns should also be excluded from planting.  The precise areas of these would also need to be defined before planting and fence construction.     

Block 5
Given the existing threats of cattle feeding and bracken cover, the inclusion of the two 

sites within the WGS area is seen as an acceptable compromise.
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Fig 1
Symbols
Shaded area with thick line marks area designated as Scheduled Ancient 

Monument.     Star symbol is centre point of site recorded in SMR.
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Figure 2 (i)
Archaeological sites recorded as mapped on OS 1:10,000 map series.
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Figure 2 (ii)
Archaeological sites recorded as mapped on OS 1:10,000 map series.


GAZETTEER  of  SITES

10-figure GPS readings were taken of most of the sites recorded, the remainder 8-figurereferences being taken from the 1:10,000 OS map. In at least two cases the GPS readings did not appear to match the location of features on the map but this might be the result of a misreading of the topography. A full film of 36 exposures was taken, but the poor light and dense vegetation has resulted in only a few of these pictures being worth viewing.  Unless specified otherwise, all building measurements are external and paced.

BLOCK 1

This proposed WGS extends an existing gorge woodland with oaks and alder at a lower level extending to birch at a higher level.  Two sites lie within the proposed fence line.

No.


1
NGR


NC 7713 9920 –NC 7718 9925

Description

The small burn running here has been deliberately canalised, the ditch being over 1m deep by 2m wide at its S end.  This was clearly dug to improve the drainage of the pasture to the W.  It is not known if this relates to the early 19thC improvements or is a more recent construction. (A similar ditched burn is visible centred at NC 7695 9950)

Recommendation
No action required.

No.


2
NGR


NC  77131  99242

Description

The stone footings of a longhouse structure aligned E/W 5m by 2m internally lies within a stone-walled enclosure 18m N/S by 15m E/W.  The area is badly obscured by bracken with birch scrub close by.  

Recommendation
No direct planting should take place within the building or enclosure.  Natural regeneration will undoubtedly spread over these buildings in time and they would best be protected by restricting the enclosure fence to leave these features outside of the enclosure.  If these remains stay within the WGS area they would benefit from spraying of the bracken to make them more visible landscape features. 

No.


3

NGR


NC 76920 99156

Description

A cairn 12m by 5m sits on the shoulder of the gorge above this unnamed burn in the SW corner of the proposed plantation.  The cairn stands up to 1.5m high but is partially denuded.  Its main axis is SE/NW but it has an irregular form.  Two large oaks grow at its S end.

It is unclear whether this is a burial cairn or a large clearance cairn.  However its size, position and the nearby cairn/stone circle at NC 7690 9909 suggest it is indeed a burial feature.  

Recommendation
This should either be excluded from the planting area by putting the fence close to the edge of the gorge or extended with a suitable buffer well beyond the position of the cairn.

No.


4

NGR


NC 7692 9912

Description

A building 18m long by 3m wide runs E from the bank of the burn.  The main chamber is c8m long.  The building is heavily robbed.  A remnant enclosure extends to the NW but is very poorly preserved.

Recommendation
This building lies outside the proposed plantation but should be protected from damage during fencing and planting operations.


No.


5

NGR


NC 7690 9909 

Description

A stone circle has previously been recorded here.   It has legal protection as a scheduled ancient monument.  It is badly obscured by bracken.

Recommendation
Though this monument lies well outside the proposed plantation area, particular care must be taken with access for materials and vehicles.  If bracken spraying is being undertaken in the vicinity this would benefit from such treatment but would require scheduled monument consent from Historic Scotland.

BLOCK 2

Another proposed gorge woodland with oak at lower levels with birch at higher levels. The upper eastern edge consists of heather moorland.  The northern spike protects an area of juniper scrub.  Apart from the dyke fragment at the SW corner and the two sites clipped by the S boundary fence, no sites were noted within this proposed enclosure.  No clearance heaps similar to those recorded in the Scheduled Monument Area to the N and in Block 4 were seen.

No.


6

NGR


NC 771 996

Description

Extending E from the edge of the gorge defining this plantation block a series of cultivation terraces 6, 12, & 18m wide run N/S across the slope.  The regular widths suggest they originally contained rigs that have since been ploughed level.  No boundary defines the N edge of these terraces.

Recommendation
No action is required.  The proposed fence line will only impact slightly on these features.

No.


7

NGR


NC 77283 99679

Description

A rectangular enclosure 22m E/W by 24m N/S sits at the boundary of the heather moorland and the improved grassland.  The foundations of a rectangular building 12m by 4m sit in the SW corner.  It is partially obscured by bracken. A large ash tree sits on the NW corner.

Recommendation
The enclosure fence will cut marginally into this enclosure.  It should be sited as close to the edge of the gorge as is feasible 

No.


8

NGR


NC 7700 9964 – NC 7708 9963 

Description

A small fragment of drystone dyke extends from the enclosure SW of the proposed WGS E to the gorge edge. It is in a poor state of repair.

Recommendation
This does not justify special protection but damage to the dyke should be avoided.  No trees should be planted within 3m of this feature.

No.


9

NGR


NC 770 998 (centred)

Description

An area of bracken-clad enclosures and buildings lies between Blocks 2 and 3.

 The nearest building lies only 3m from proposed end point of the fence for Block 2.  A terraced platform 8m in diameter could well be the remains of an earlier roundhouse site. (no walling is now visible –the GPS reading of NC 77023 99783 is wrong a figure of NC 7704 9982 being more plausible.  This would suggest that this settlement replaced an earlier roundhouse settlement similar to that preserved higher up the hill.

The only building recorded was the structure marked on the OS map at NC 7698 9980 (GPS NC 76898 99790) which lies c5m from the edge of the fence propsed for plantation Block 3.  This building is 16m by 4m externally with a 10m chamber on the W and stone walling surviving up to 3 course high.  A ditch, presumed for drainage can be traced on the N and E sides.

Recommendation
The position of the fences has been carefully chosen to include the juniper scrub, a national BAP priority species but exclude the archaeological remains.  As long as the fencing is carefully erected no damage should occur to the archaeological features.

The area would benefit from spraying of the bracken.

BLOCK 3

An are of heavily grazed scrub birch with no natural regeneration lies on this steep slope.  No archaeological features were noted in this area apart from a small fragment of dyke on the W edge.  This dyke does not merit any special protection.

BLOCK 4

Apart from an area of scrub birch on the E side of the Abercross Burn, this area consists largely of heather moorland which has been subject to periodic heather burning.  One area of dense bracken between two burns could not be examined and the full extent of the cairnfields seen could not be mapped in the time available.  At the S and W part of the townships of Wester and Easter Abercross and their associated arable and pasture are visible as distinctive grasslands against the neighbouring heather moorland.  An existing deer fence, as marked on the current OS map, forms the S boundary of this proposed plantation.  This fence bisects part of the settlement of Easter Abercross and has divided the two segments of Wester Abercross.

The SE corner of this plantation is intended to provide a shelter-belt for stock on the pasture to the S.  The area to the N, W and E may be extended in the future subject to appropriate consents and decisions on correct stocking levels for deer.  These longer term plans for this area have not yet been formalised.

Precise location of the archaeological features recorded here would require an EDM survey.  

No.


10

NGR


NC 77022 00233

Description

A longhouse 13m by 3m aligned WNW/ESE shows as a distinctive grassy patch amongst the surrounding heather moorland.  It lies c65m NE of the existing deer fence.  A ditch can be traced on N, E & W sides.  It is in a poor state of preservation having been badly rabbited in the past.  It will have formed  a dispersed element of the settlement of Easter Abercross.

Recommendation
According to the GPS reading this will lie in the SE corner of the plantation.  Ideally the fence line should be shifted W to exclude this feature totally. Given the need for a shelter belt for stock this is not practical and it can best be protected by giving an appropriate unplanted buffer around it (20m?). 

No.


11

NGR


NC 7695 0030

Description

The remains of a prehistoric field system consisting of heather clad clearance heaps extends from NC 76965 00270 on the E (60m NE of fence) to NC 76900 00274 (37m from the fence) to NC 76877 00291 (60m E of the settlement at Site 12).  The full extent of this cairnfield was not traced as it extended well beyond the proposed plantation boundary.

Recommendation
Ideally this cairnfield should be excluded from the plantation area as any archaeological information both within the cairns and the adjoining ground would be lost if this area was planted.  Given the desire for a shelter-belt along the southern boundary this might best be achieved by extending the boundary further E and N beyond the cairnfield.  The N boundaries of the cairnfield would need to be marked off before planting

No.


12

NGR


NC 7680 0035 (centred)

Description

5 longhouse buildings were noted to the N & E of the existing deer fence within an area of improved grassland and enclosures that formed part of the settlement of Easter Abercross. The enclosure wall was not shown on the 1st and 2nd edition OS maps. The area is partially obscured by bracken. The buildings were all square-ended.  

NC 76816 00283
 E/W 
10m by 4m 

NC 76823 00292 
N/S  
4m by 3m

NC 76810 00320 
E/W 
4m by 3m

NC 76799 00343
WNW/ESE
22m by 4m. E chamber 12m with porch 3m by 1m on N side

NC 76766 00358
WNW/ESE 
14m by 4m

NC 76747 00430
An additional building 10m by 6m now lies in birch woodland and is heavily clad in bracken.  The walls survive up to 0.7m high and it appears more substantial than the other buildings in this settlement (?bull pen).

Recommendation
No planting should take place on or within 20m of any of these buildings.  On landscapoe grounds it would be better if this exclusion zone included the grassland to the SW of the buildings.  In the longer term this area should be re-united with the pasture land to the S & W. Treatment of the bracken would be desirable.

No.


13

NGR


NC6789 00455 – NC 76821 00465 – NC 76864 00461 –NC 76876 00466

Description

An turf and stone dyke was noted running approximately N/S up the slope. It is presumed to have run originally from the Abercross burn though no trace of this lower section is now visible.  It was not traced beyond the last position recorded.  Its date is uncertain but is presumed to be 18thC or earlier

Recommendation
As an early boundary feature this should be preserved with a 5m unplanted buffer on either side.

No.


14

NGR


NC 76798 00527, NC 76805 00555, NC 76788 00599, NC 76746 00585

Description

Another cairnfield system of probable prehistoric date was observed to the N of dyke Site 13.  It formed into two discrete groups, the full extent of which was not recorded.

Recommendation
No direct planting should take place in this area and ideally it should be excluded from the planted area.

No.


15

NGR


NC 76668 00485, NC 76680 00558, NC 76660 00602 & NC 76645 00607

Description

The remains of a stone dyke can be seen running from Easter Abercross through the existing birch woodland and across the burn to link with the drawn wall for Wester Abercross. 

Recommendation
No direct planting is likely to take place in the vicinity of this feature but it should be protected from damage during planting operations.  If bracken spraying is taking place during establishment of this plantation this would benefit from being so treated, becoming a more visible landscape feature.

No.


16

NGR


NC 766 007

Description

Centred at this point is a dense bed of bracken in which it was impossible to look for any archaeological features.

Recommendation
If this area of bracken is sprayed or burnt prior to planting, the opportunity should be taken to look for hidden archaeological features.

No.


17

NGR


NC 76826 00978, NC 76870 01017 & NC 76804 01035

Description

Clearance cairns of a probable prehistoric date were observed at these points on either side of the Abercross Burn. Long heather obscures most of the features in this general area.  They are probably connected with the hut circle/roundhouses previously recorded at NC 7680 0090 & NC 7677 0109 just to the N of the proposed plantation boundary.  The GPS readings above suggest the cairns also lie outside the proposed plantation area.  However this doesn’t seem to fit the topography of the OS map where the cairns appear to lie in the area centred at NC 767 018.

Recommendation
The positions of the cairns should be checked against the plantation boundary. If they lie within the plantation area no direct planting should take place in these areas and ideally they should be excluded from the planted area.

No.


18

NGR


NC 76596 00796

Description

A ring of stones define a shallow basin 4m in diameter. The stones suggest this is not a natural feature and could be a robbed out cairn.  As no other archaeological features were noted in the vicinity, this is likely to be more than just an isolated clearance cairn.  A similar sized hollow at NC 76570 00824 is likely to be a natural formation

Recommendation
This should be excluded from the planted area and given a suitable unplanted buffer around it. 

No.


19

NGR


NC 76470 00869

Description

This previously recorded hut circle/roundhouse 7m in diameter lies just outside the area of the proposed plantation. It only survives as a slight dished hollow, now made more prominent by recent heather burning.  No other features are visible in the vicinity.

Recommendation
This feature should be protected from damage during fencing and planting operations.

No.


20

NGR


NC 7655 0060 (centred)

Description

The northernmost section of the dispersed settlement of Wester Abercross  lies within the proposed plantation area.  Lack of time prevented a record being made of all the buildings within this area. No buildings appeared to lie N of the enclosure wall, other than those currently recorded.  The most prominent structure lay at NC 76531 00595 and it had drystone walls 10m by 4m.  Internally the walls stood up to 1m and 7 courses high. This may have been a later feature similar to Site 21 built by stockmen (for sorting sheep or cattle) after the settlement was abandoned. 

Bracken obscures much of the detail of the buildings, dykes and enclosures in this area.

Recommendation
Ideally these settlement remains should be excluded from the proposed plantation area.  As currently proposed the landscape setting of this village is divorced from its fields. Exclusion would require the plantation boundary fence to be extended N beyond these buildings.  Shifting the fence to the W would require an additional sheep fence to allow grazing of the pasture to the S of the buildings and enclosure dyke.  Spraying of the bracken would also be desirable.

BLOCK 5

This small enclosure has two archaeological sites as shown on the current OS plan.

No.


21

NGR


NC 7525  0140

Description

NC 75245 01393 (N end) A Y-shaped structure is formed of 2 wings 10 &17m long (respectively W & E) that lead to a rectangular chamber 12m long by 3m wide.  It has internal stone walls up to 1.5m high and was almost certainly built for sorting stock.

NC 75241 01371  A longhouse building 16m by 4m fronts a badly preserved enclosure 16m in diameter that extends almost to the burn to the S & W.  These features are badly obscured by bracken.

Immediately to the S the area is heavily disturbed by a feeding area for cattle and this is encroaching particular on the Y-shaped structure. 

3 structures are shown here on the current OS map though this is a misreading of the surviving features.  Nothing was shown here on the earlier OS maps and while it is possible the Y-shaped structure was built after 1901 the longhouse structure is likely to have been abandoned long before this and it is more probable that the features were missed by surveyor error.   

Recommendation
The features would be best preserved by being protected from the carttle feeding area and thus included in the WGS area.  Care must be taken to prevent damage to the buildings during fencing and planting operations and no planting should take place within or adjacent to these features.

No.


21

NGR


NC 752 023 (centred)

Description

2 linked drystone enclosures lie on the edge of birch woodland almost totally obscured by bracken. The larger is roughly square measuring c23m wide while the smaller measures 12m N/S by 10m E/W. At NC 75210 01347 is a structure 4m square.

A remnant drystone wall runs in a sinuous course from the SW corner at NC 75215 01302 to NC 75239 01290 outside the proposed enclosure.  It is possible that another wall extends from the NW corner but the poor light and dense bracken made this uncertain.

As with Site 20 nothing was shown here on the earlier OS maps and it is likely these enclosures were not noted being abandoned before the Ist OS survey.

Recommendation
As presently surviving these enclosures have little landscape value.  If they are included in the WGS area it is recommended that the bracken be sprayed and no direct planting be permitted.

No.


22

NGR


NC 75117 01738

Description

A mill dam was recorded here on the 1st OS edition survey and a large pool was  marked here on the 2nd edition survey. A large stone-faced dam still survives today.  No mill leat was recorded here nor down the course of the burn through this proposed plantation block.  The dam is likely to have been used to store water to fuel a mill or mills at Morvich.  This is likely to have caused some erosion along the banks of the burn, though given the time since it was last used no such scars are now visible. 

Recommendation
No action required.

APPENDIX

Photograph Index

Cover photo
Looking NW at mature oaks in wood pasture close to main road

Site 3

Looking NW across building

Site 4

Looking NE at oaks at end of cairn

Site 5

Looking NE at stones of cairn protruding through bracken

Site 6

Looking NE at cultivation on slope obliquely across picture with sheep on and below

Site 7

Looking E at enclosure and building centre right.

Site 9

Looking NW at area of settlement extending just W of juniper limit

Site 9

Looking down building at W end of area

Site 10

Looking E across building with part of Wester Abercross in background

Site 11

Looking N at cairns

Site 12

General view to W with Wester Abercross in distance

Site 12.2
Looking NW showing boundary between grassland and heather moorland

Site 12.3
Looking NW across Building D with enclosure wall remains beyond

Site 12.4
Looking NW down structure E. Note bracken and drainage ditch around house

Site 12.5
Looking NW at bracken-clad building in wood

Site 13

Looking E along remains of dyke

Site 14

Looking SE at cairnfield in distance

Site 15

Looking N at a bracken-clad section of this dyke

Site 17

Looking SE at cairns

Site 17

Looking NW at cairns

Site 18

Looking N at feature

Site 19

Looking E across remnant roundhouse to Abercross Hill

Site 20

Looking SE across site with deer fence and Site 12 beyond

Site 20 E
Looking E across area obscured by bracken but with dykes showing including site 15

Site 20 W
Looking S across Wester Abercross

Site 21

Looking SE down stock enclosure (flash photo)

Site 23

Looking SW at stone-faced dam

Block 5
Uprooted oak (?) on W side of proposed plantation

