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Proposed Access Routes for removal of timber at Syre, Strathnaver, Sutherland, Planning ref. nos. 03/00304/FULSU and 03/00305/FULSU:  Archaeological Evaluation

1. Introduction

The author was commissioned by Forest Enterprise to carry out an archaeological evaluation of the routes of two proposed forest access tracks into a mature forestry plantation at Syre, Strathnaver, Sutherland. The purpose of the access tracks is to allow the extraction of timber. Harvesting does not require planning consent, but the construction of the access does, and plans were duly submitted to the Archaeology Unit within the Department of Planning and Development at Highland Council. A brief evaluation of the proposal by the Archaeology Unit ascertained that no recorded archaeology would be affected, and no archaeological conditions were placed on the planning consent. However, it was noted that there are a large number of sites in the general area, and there was a high likelihood of unrecorded sites lying within the areas of proposed construction. It was therefore decided that an archaeological evaluation, consisting of a desk-based asserssment and rapid walk-over survey, should be carried out before work commences.

2. Aims and Objectives

The object of this location is to locate any archaeological features or areas of archaeological or historical interest lying within or adjacent to the corridors of the proposed access routes, and to make recommendations of measures to minimise or avoid damage to these features or areas. These measures could include minor alterations to the route of the track and drainage ditche and the careful placing of excavated topsoil away from archaeological features. Any archaeological features in the vicinity of the tracks, noted during the evaluation, will be recorded on a plan to ensure their protection from damage during felling operations.

3. Methodology

A desk-based assessment was carried out, consulting all readily available data sources to provide background information on the history of settlement and land use in this area of Strathnaver, and the known distribution of archaeological sites. This was followed by a rapid walk-over survey, carried out on 22.1.04 in dry and clear weather conditions, in the company of Malcolm MacDougall of Forest Enterprise, who provided the opportunity to discuss on site the various options for protecting the features noted during the survey.

4. Site Description.

The area of mature forestry to be harvested is located to the west of the River Naver and the B873 road, on land rising gently from the narrow strath to a more level plateau beyond the 100m contour. Much of this higher ground has been left unplanted, presumably conditions proving too waterlogged for trees to establish. The afforested areas are relatively open, with little windblow except along the exposed west boundary of planting. The area was ploughed before planting.

The proposed access routes have been felled and the main body of timber removed, leaving a thin cover of brashings insufficient to obscure features of the forest floor. The northern section of track enters the forest at NC 686424 and runs approximately west for 400m. The southern track enters the forest at NC 683415, runs SW for 300m then joins an existing forest break which runs south for 450m, then SW for a further 300m.

5. Archaeological and Historical Background

The known archaeological sites in Strathnaver indicate a continuous habitation from the Neolithic period up to the well-documented Clearances of 1819. Many hut circles and their associated field systems were noted before afforestation although the majority were subsequently planted over. A few examples were protected in clearings. No systematic archaeological survey has been carried out in the area and there is a strong likelihood that further hut circles and other prehistoric features lie within the mature forestry, although their survival may be poor after ploughing.

Although the pre-Clearance townships of Rossal and Truderscaig on the east side of the River Naver were left unplanted and have been developed for public acces and interpretation, the contemporary features on the west side of the river were planted over.

There appear to have been up to three distinct settlements within this section of forestry, of which the largest and best documented is Ceann na Coille (head of the wood). This township included a chapel or meeting house earlier than that at Achadh an Eas, and earned its place in history through being the location of a couple of the more notorious recorded events of the Clearances. Within the head dyke, as recorded on the 1st edition OS map in 1878, were eleven unroofed buildings and two enclosures, with a roofed house to theeast of the road. The present OS 1:25000 map records more features, all within the head dyke apart from one building adjacent to the hut circle in a clearing immediately to the west of the township. Three hut circles are recorded as occupying the same ground as the later township.

North of Ceann na Coille is a small township consisting of four unenclosed buildings on the 1878 map, and four buildings, a rectangular enclosure and a section of dyke on the present 1: 25000 map. This may be named Bruach Ruadh, or Red Brae. North of this is a third settlement consisting of an irregular enclosed area, three buildings and a probably later sheepfold. This settlement is named as Kedsary on the modern maps, but Ruighandaraich (hillslope of the oak) on the 1878 map. The origin of the placename Kedsary is unclear, but it may derive from the Scots ‘ked’ (sheep tick) and the Gaelic ‘Airidh’ and date to the time of the establishment of the sheep farm.

NE of Ruighandaraich/Kedsary the 1st edition OS map records a small area of improved ground, possibly partially enclosed, with a sheepfold in its centre. This is not marked on the present 1:25000map.

The area south of Syre was brought into the sheep farm of Langdale, tenanted and developed by Patrick Sellar.

6. Gazeteer of Archaeological Features

6.1. North Track

1. Turf and Stone Dyke at NC 6828 4243. At this point the track crosses a turf and stone dyke, corresponding to the enclosing dyke of the small patch of improved ground including the sheepfold (site 2)

2. Sheepfold at NC 6834 4247. This is in fact a small farm building with an attached enclosure and probably pre-dates the clearances. It is a visible standing structure north of the track (Photo no. 1)

3. Hut Circle at NC 6832 4238. This hut circle was not located in the trees south of the track. It was not located during a previous site visit in 1978, and was reported as almost destroyed by deep ploughing in 1960.

6.2. South Track

1. Turf Dykes at NC 6823 4148. Two sections of turf and stone dyke converge north of the track and continue north. They could not be traced south of the track. At this point the track is already surfaced, so all trace of the dykes crossing it have already been removed.

2. Turf Dyke at NC 6821 4145. This dyke emerges from the track and runs west to join the SE corner of the sub-rectangular enclosure at NC 6813 4147 associated with the settlement at Red Brae. There is no trace of this dyke south of the track, and it possibly ran east along the same route as the track to join ther dykes (site 1)  (Photo no. 2)

3. Turf Dyke at NC 6805 4124. At this point the track crosses a turf and stone dyke which appears to run from the north of Ceann na Coille to Red Brae, part of which is recorded on the 1:25000 map. Good sections of this dyke survive to the north and south of the felled area of the track. (Photos 3 and 4)

4. Hut Circle at NC 6798 4124. This has not been previously recorded on the SMR or NMRS, but has been noted by forestry workers and is recorded on the Forestry Commission’s own plan of archaeological features. It consists of substantial banks, not ploughed over, but planted on with large trees (Photo no. 5) and is located in the corner between two rides.

5. Field System at NC 68004120. To the south of the hut circle are a number of large and probably contemporary field clearance cairns indicating a prehistoric field system. Three are within the forestry to the east of the ride, and are well-preserved and easily accessible. At least four are within the forestry west of the ride which contains a large number of windblown trees which made detailed investigation impossible. Two are located within the ride itself.

6. Hut Circle at NC 6794 4091, SMR no. NC64SE0075. This feature is located in a clearing west of the ride. To the north and west, where the access track is proposed to go, the ground falls away, and there are no visible associated field clearance cairns. It is assumed that the field system associated with the hut circle was located to the east, within the boundaries of Ceann na Coille township.

7. Ceann na Coille Township, centred on NC 680 408. All the features of this township are west of the head dyke, with the exception of one building at NC 6795 4090. This is located between the ride and the clearing containing the hut circle (site 6). As it is proposed that the access track here will run west of the hut circle, it will not approach any of the township features.

8. Enclosure at NC 6780 4075. A roughly rectangular enclosure of rubble dykes, approximately 30m by 15m, its NW edge formed by a small tributary burn to the Allt Ceann na Coille. It is entirely under trees at the edge of the ride, but its SW corner is particularly visible (Photo no. 6).

7. Conclusions and Recommendations

7.1 Direct Impact of Access Routes

The majority of archaeological features located during this survey are adjacent to, but not within, the corridor of the proposed access roads, and therefore will not be directly affected. It is however advisable to be aware of their location in case there is the need for the widening of the road to provide turning or passing space, or for drainage ditches to diverge from the side of the road. No material should be removed from any archaeological feature to provide hardcore for the roads. Two sites, the hut circle, site 2.4 and the enclosure, site 2.8, are particularly close to the road, and should be clearly marked before construction work commences.

Two sites, the turf and stone dykes, sites 1.1 and 2.3, are both linear features crossed by the road routes. There is no way to avoid crossing them at some point, so the priority is to minimise damage. Sections of the dykes should only be removed for the width of the road itself and the remaining sections on either side should be clearly marked to prevent further damage during construction. Topsoil removed from the road route should not be dumped on the dykes.

The field system, site 2.5, associated with the hut circle, site 2.4, is more problematic as again it impractical to re-route the road to avoid this site. The preferred route of the road at this point actually passes through the section of forestry immediately west of the open ride where at least four field clearance cairns are located, and others may be obscured by windblown trees. It is recommended that some degree of archaeological monitoring be carried out during the removal of topsoil along this section, to allow for the investigation of sub-surface features, including ancient soil horizons possibly preserved under the field clearance cairns.

7.2 General Recommendations

An examination of the narrow corridors of cleared ground, felled for these access tracks, indicates that archaeological features of particularly the pre-clearance period are more widespread than indicated on maps or in the archaeological records. This does not have implications for the present phase of construction of access routes, but it is recommended that before felling operations commence, a programme of archaeological investigation be carried out, to plot these features and ensure that the correct timber extraction methods are implemented to minimise damage to the archaeological record

The survival of hut circles appears to have depended on whether their banks were low enough to be ploughed over (eg. site 1:3) whether they were recognised at the time of planting as a prehistoric feature to be left in unplanted clearings (eg. site 2:6) and whether they were planted on but unploughed and not in an area suffering from wind blow (eg. site 2:4). It is unlikely that further investigation and protection of the first category would be required or fruitful before timber felling operations, but the third category should be protected during felling operations by the correct timber extraction method. It should also be noted that these prehistoric settlements may have adjacent associated field systems which, even in the case of the hut circles protected from planting, may not previously have been identified. This should be investigated by an archaeologist before felling commences, and the ground disturbed as little as possible.

Any plans for replanting in this area should include a methodology for the protection of the archaeological features identified by this and any future surveys, according to Forest Enterprise’s Forests and Archaeology guidelines.

Any proposals for further archaeological work on this project should be made in consultation with the senior archaeologist in charge of the project at Highland Council.
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9. Photographs

1. Site 1.2. ‘Sheepfold’, in fact walls of a building and attached enclosure

2. Site 2.2.  Turf Dyke. Base of the dyke is indicated by the green line. View from E.

3. Site 2.3. Turf Dyke, section on north side of felled corridor. Base of dyke indicated by green line. View from SE

4. Site 2.3. Turf dyke, section to south of felled corridor. Base of dyke indicated by reen line. View from NW

5. Site 2.4. Hut Circle, banks covered with mature trees, view from E.

6. Site 2.8, enclosure, SW corner visible under trees at the edge of the open ride. View from S.
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