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1.0  Introduction

The author was asked by the Altnaharra Estate to carry out an archaeological evaluation, consisting of a desk-based assessment and rapid walk-over survey, and in accordance with the brief prepared by the Archaeology Unit at Highland Council, of areas of proposed new planting at Mudale, Altnaharra and in Strath Vagastie. Some of the proposed planting is shelter belts, involving the fencing and planting of strips of land approximately 20m in width, while some is in blocks on land unsuitable or no longer required for farming practices. The object of this evaluation is to investigate previously recorded archaeological sites and locate unrecorded sites and associated features which may be affected by the proposed fencing and planting, to provide a complete gazeteer of archaeological sites which can be consulted at the planning stage of this and future projects, and to recommend mitigating measures for the protection of the archaeological record withing the present proposed planting areas.

2.0  Archaeological Background

The following archaeological sites have been recorded within the areas of the present evaluation:

SMR no. NC53NW0002  Cnoc Bad na Coille: Bronze/Iron Age settlement at NC 2534 8360. Recorded as a settlement of six hut circles and associated field system

SMR no. NC53NW0007: Mudale, Deserted Township at NC 2535 9361. More correctly, a part of Tubeg Mudale, the township on the north side of the Mudale River (see below, historical and map evidence). Recorded as a township consisting of the footings of about ten rectangular buildings with associated enclosures and field banks

SMR no. NC53SE0014: Altnaharra, Enclosure at NC 2575 9349 The 1st edition OS map shows one unroofed structure attached to an enclosure or field.

In addition to these sites directly within the area of this evaluation, prehistoric settlement in the form of hut circles and associated field systems have also been recorded just south of the Barren ridge plantation, approximately 2km NW of Mudale (SMR no. NC53NW0004) and north of the Meadie burn, approximately 1km NW of Mudale (SMR no. NC53NW0005). There are extensive pre-Clearance settlement remains on both sides of the river Mudale west of the farm, and what appear to be two individual farmsteads on the west bank of the Meadie Burn immediately west of the present farm (SMR no. NC53NW0008)
The existing archaeological evidence indicates a long period of probably unbroken settlement along the River Mudale from the Bronze/Iron Age up to the 19th century Clearances. Placename evidence  (Norse dalr = valley) also suggests a Norse presence if not actually settlement.

3.0 Historical Background

The area of this evaluation includes the former townships of Tubeg Mudale on the north side of the River Mudale, and Inver or Altnaharra, and Bagastie, both at the head of Loch Naver.

The history of the clearances in Strathnaver is well-documented, but gives virtually no details for events west of Grummore, yet there are several townships beyond the head of Loch Naver which were undoubtedly cleared to make way for sheep farming. The lease for Mudale sheep farm, as recorded in a list of leases of 1815, was drawn up for a 19 year period, beginning in 1814. The lease was held by a Captain MacKay who appears to have originally proposed putting cattle on the ground, although an annotation on the list suggests that sheep would be more suitable. 1814 is the year that the east side of Strathnaver was cleared, the west side being cleared in 1819.

The Oban Times of 15th April 1893 lists the Strathnaver townships cleared before 1815, including, on the east, or southern side:

       Mudale with 10 families and 48 arable acres

       Altnaharra with 2 families and 12 arable acres

       Baghardy with 2 families and 8 arable acres

On the west, or northern side:

       Tubeg Mudale, with 4 families and 30 arable acres

        Knockdow, with 1 family and 7 arable acres.

George MacKay, County Councillor for Farr, giving evidence to the Royal Commission  in 1892, gives the following names of townships west of Loch Naver:

On the east/south side                                              On the west/north side

      Allt na h-Eirthe                                                   Bad an t-Seabhaig

      Taobh Mor Mudail                                              Taobh Beg Mudail

      Cnoc an Duin                                                       Cnoc Dubh

      Strath Bhagastie                                                  

Bad an t-Seabhaig, the rising ground approximately 3km west of Mudale, does not appear on any other place-name lists or early maps, and may have been a shieling site, added to make this list more impressive.  Cnoc an Duin has not been located during this evaluation

The high ground known as Upper Mudale was given up by the sheep farming tenant in 1887 as being unprofitable, and converted to a deer forest of around 7500 acres. It was described to the Royal Commission in 1892 as having no signs of previous habitation within its bounds. Mudale sheep farm, including 8000 acres of hill ground, is described as including 80 acres of old arable land.   

The Rev. A. Pope, writing in 1769, refers to a chapel at Mudale although its site has not yet been identified.

There was probably an inn at Altnaharrie serving the drove route from the north coast for some time before the parliamentary road to Tongue was completed in 1819. The inn was rebuilt using timbers carried from the church, obsolete after the Clearances, at Achairn.

The placename Allt na h-Eirbhe translates as ‘walled or embanked stream’. WJ Watson records a tradition that the wall referred to runs to Altnaharrie from Ben Bhraggie near Dunrobin, although this does not appear likely, as there was no single clan territory or landowner until the Sutherlands acquired the Reay estates in 1830, while the Gaelic word eirbhe is thought to be an archaic form. There is no dyke or embankment obvious now on the Allt na h-Eirbhe, although it has been considerably re-routed and straightened during the improvement of the fields east of the hotel.

4.0 Evidence from early Maps

The earliest map of the area, Blaeu’s Strath Navernia, based on Pont’s survey of the 1580s, names Morvadeill (Mudale) and a settlement called Fareochly between Mudale and Altnaharra on the north side of the River Mudale. Fareochly also appears on Dorret’s map of 1750 but on no other maps. It may be an earlier name for the township at Cnoc Dubh, as Knockdow first appears as a placename on Arrowsmith’s map of 1807. Roy’s Military Survey of the 1750s is likely to give the most accurate picture of settlement and land use prior to the Clearances. This indicates three separate townships or clachans at Mudale, north of the river, of which one clearly includes a rectangular enclosure and probably corresponds to the feature at NC 5335 3620. A second settlement area is south of this, possibly at the same location as the 19th century  Mudale farm buildings, and a third settlement may be the group of buildings and enclosures at NC 536 358. South of the River Mudale, Roy records three settlement areas spaced along the area of Tumore, and, confusingly, gives the name Fanochdill to the most eastern settlement, at approximately the location of the present shepherd’s house (the ‘red’house). The placename Eadardha-amhuinn, given on the 1st edition OS map specifically to the farmstead between the Meadie Burn and the River Mudale, (SMR no. NC53NW0008) appears for the first time on Morrison’s 1853 map, and may have little antiquity.     

While Roy’s survey in the 1750s, Dorret in 1750 and Forbes in 1820 all record Altnaharrie, both Arrowsmith in 1807 and Thomson in 1823 show Inver and Bagastie at the head of Loch Naver, both probably using the same source. Bagastie could be the same place as Baghardy, the  small settlement of two families listed in the Oban Times in 1893, and correspond to the enclosure recorded on the 1st edition OS map at NC 575 349, SMR no, NC53SE0014, while Inver could be the confluence of the Allt na h-Eirbhe and the River Mudale, ie. the present settlement of Altnaharra.  

5.0  Methodology

An archaeological desk-based assessment was carried out, using all readily available archaeological databases and archive material. This was followed by a rapid walk-over survey of the three areas of the proposed shelter belt planting, carried out on 26.3.04 in clear and dry weather conditions. In the area of greatest archaeological sensitivity, the northern part of Tubeg Mudale, individual features were marked with canes to facilitate their identification.

6.0  Area 1.  Tubeg Mudale

6.1 Area Description
 This area is bounded to the south by the Mudale River, to the west by the Meadie Burn and the mature coniferous plantation known as the Meadie Wood, to the north to the high rough ground of Cnoc Bad na Coille, and to the east by the mature coniferous plantation of Garve Wood and rough ground dropping steeply to the poorly drained strath of the river. Within this area, south of the road, lies the existing Mudale Farm, consisting of a number of improved fields and existing coniferous shelter belts surrounding the 19th century farm steading and cottage, together with a modern house and farm buildings. The farm is at present run as a deer farm. North of the road is an area of enclosed rough grazing, partially on old arable land.

The present proposal is for shelter belts, approximately 20m wide, to enclose the entire area north of the road, and three sides of the area south of the road (see Plan 1)

6.2 Gazeteer of Archaeological Sites

North of the Road

1.1 Cnoc Bad na Coille, Settlement, SMR no. NC53NW0002. The northern part of this prehistoric settlement and associated  features covers three fairly distinct areas:

a. Centred on two hut circles at NC 5318 3628 (within a later sheepfold) and NC 5316 3626. North of these, up to the edge of the Mudale Wood, are a number of field clearance piles, but a strip 20m wide running parallel to the boundary of the plantation has been deep ploughed, presumably with a view to including it within the plantation, and this has resulted in the field clearance piles being damaged and possibly other features destroyed. Within the plantation, further field clearance piles can be seen, cut by the deep ploughing. A well preserved field boundary of placed stones and clearance piles, marking the north edge of a cultivation area, runs from NC 5326 3632 to NC 5331 3634. To the south of the hut circles, the ground is overgrown with rushes and other associated features may be obscured. There is one definite field clearance pile at NC 5313 3624

b. Area of cultivation, field clearance piles. At NC 5338 3639 are approximately six grass-covered, conical field clearance mounds, at the top of an area of former cultivation extending to three field clearance mounds at NC 5337 3634

c. Centred on NC 5359 3620. Above the head dyke of the early modern settlement is an area of boundary dykes, field clearance piles, small sub circular structures and at least one hut circle. At the top of this area, at NC 5357 3625, is a group of field clearance piles and banks. East of this, from NC 5363 3625 to the corner on the head dyke runs a  low, indistinct in places, field boundary dyke. There are no prehistoric features east of this.

1.2 Mudale, Depopulated Township, SMR no. NC53NW0007. The features of this township are as previously reported. This probably corresponds to one of the nuclei of settlement of Tubeg Mudale as recorded by Roy’s Military Survey, shown as a building with a large attached rectangular enclosure. This enclosure is probably the feature at NC 5335 3620. This and other features appear to lie outwith the original head dyke. Most of the buildings and enclosures are above the steep rise from the road. The main areas of cultivation are visible as smooth, cleared platforms with clear lynchets along their lower boundary. 

        The following features drop to the road and would lie within a 20m wide  shelter belt along the roadside:

a. Turf dyke, descending to the road at NC 5330 3611

b. Turf dyke descending to the road at NC 5338 3610

c. Building at NC 5339 3610. The low, grass-covered footings of a building measuring 10m by 3m and aligned NE-SW, running obliquely down the slope immediately above the present fence. 10m NE of this building area a group of grassy field clearance piles.

d. Large, sub-oval enclosure. This feature measures 150m NW-SE, and is cut across by the road. Its enclosing turf dyke desends to the road at NC 5353 3607 and NC 5363 3607

e. Head Dyke, crossing the road at NC 5379 3610

All of these features were marked with canes at or by the fence

South of the road:

1.3 Turf Dyke at NC 5253 3599. This substantial dyke forms an arc immediately north of the drystone dyke (site 1.4) but is indistinct at its western end

1.4 Drystone Dyke at NC 5251 3597. A dyke of unusual construction, the middle courses forming pillars on which lintels supporting the upper courses rest, giving the impresion of a series of apertures. This may have been necessitated by the lack of building stone, or by particularly windy conditions, enabling the dyke to form less of an obstacle to the wind. It appears to be the only example on the estate.

1.5 Foot Bridge at NC 5246 3585. The rubble piers of what must have been a wooden bridge. There are no trackways associated with there being a bridge at this location

1.6 Possible Field Clearance Piles at NC 5253 3576. A group of 4-5 indistinct grassy mounds at the base of what may have been an area of cultivation running up the ridge between the Meadie burn and the poorly drained ground to the east.

1.7 Foot Bridge at NC 5286 3545. The concrete and stone bases of a former suspension bridge of similar design to the existing bridge  over the River Mudale at NC 5251 3518.

1.8 Field Boundary from NC 5312 3537 to NC 5328 3536. A turf and stone bank forms the south boundary of the improved field, and was probably a measure to protect the field from flooding

1.9 Head Dyke at NC 5373 3585. This is a continuation of the head dyke running south from the upper part of the settlement, which then turns sharp west towards the group of buildings and enclosures at NC 5360 3582.

1.10  Enclosure at NC 5371 3604. A rectangular enclosure, as marked on the map, lies immediately within the present fence which will form the west boundary of the proposed shelter belt.

6.3 Recommendations

North of the road, there are two sections of the proposed shelter belt containing archaeological features.

 The first is alongside the present boundary of the Mudale Wood. However, this is the area which appears to have been previously ploughed, and the surviving archaeological features here are poorly preserved. It should therefore be possible to run a narrow shelter belt along this ploughed strip. The two hut circles should be noted and the new fence line run as far as possible NW of these features, deviating from a straight line if necessary, to allow at least 5m from the edge of each hut circle. Further, it is recommended that no trees be planted within 20m of each hut circle.

The second section is along the road. Here, as listed above, there are four turf dykes and one building within the 20m strip of the shelter belt; all have been marked with canes. Care should be taken while fencing to avoid damage to the dykes, by not driving fenceposts directly into them and by not removing any stonework from these or any other of the structures. The dykes should be protected from planting by leaving a corridor of at least 5m unplanted along each feature, while the building should be protected by a planting exclusion zone of 20m

South of the road, sites 1.5, 1.6, 1.7 and 1.10 lie adjacent to but outwith the proposed shelter belt and should be unaffected. Sites 1.3, 1.4 and 1.9 will all be crossed by the new fence and will partly lie within the area of planting. These dykes should be noted and protected from damage during fencing by avoiding fence posts directly into them or removing material from them. Within the shelter belt, they should be protected from planting by leaving a corridor at least 5m in width. Site 1.8 will lie within the area of planting, and should be protected by leaving a corridor at least 5m in width.

7.0  Area 2. Altnaharra

7.1 Area Description

The area of the present evaluation is bounded to the west by the A836 and the scattered houses of Altnaharra village, to the north by the River Mudale and to the east by the head of Loch Naver. The area consists of improved, enclosed fields, deteriorating into marshland towards the mouth of the river. There are existing mature coniferous plantings west of the A836 and surrounding the Altnaharra Lodge, and some relict natural woodland along the River Vagastie to the south. The present proposal is for a block of new planting on the rough ground between the lodge and the improved field to its esat, and shelter belts running along the eastt boundaries of the other improved fields. 

7.2 Gazeteer of Archaeological Sites

2.1 Allt na h-Aire, re-routed stream from NC 5685 3509 to NC 5695 3556. The stream appears to have been re-routed and straightened, probably originally running more NE across the now improved fields, but now running NNE along the edge of the fields and joining the River Mudale at a right angle. There is no sign of retaining walls or dykes on either bank.

2.2 Drystone Dykes at NC 5714 3537. As well as the standing drystone dykes, the bank of field clearance stones along the north boundary of the second field east of the Allt na h-Aire is overlying the footings of a removed dyke. As recorded on the 1st edition OS map, this field was originally divided in two by a NE-SW boundary which has subsequently also been removed, of which there is now no visible trace.

2.3 Field Clearance Stones at NC 5712 3508. A substantial fan of field clearance stones spreading from the gate to the adjacent field. This suggests that stones were removed by cart and dumped on unproductive ground. This field is recorded as unimproved on the 1st edition OS map.

2.4 Farmsteads, enclosure, possible settlement at NC 2575 9349. An enclosure defined by turf and stone dykes, measuring approximately 200m NW-SE by 150m NE-SW, as recorded on the 1st edition OS map. Within this enclosure, an uncultivated area contains the low grass-covered footings of one rectangular building aligned roughly NW-SE, with an attached sub-square enclosure. There appears to be a small circular structure in the NE corner of this enclosure. The 1st edition OS map also indicates one unroofed building attached to the outside of large enclosure in its SE corner. A small section of exposed walling is probably the south wall of this structure. This site is in the approximate correct location for the township of Bagasy recorded on John Thomson’s map of 1823 and Bagastie on Arrowsmith’s map of 1807, and could be the same as Baghardy, a settlement of two families with eight arable acres listed in the Oban Times in 1893.

2.5 Trackway, ford at NC 5756 3486 One of two routes to the farm and former township of Klibreck. The ford has been carefully constructed with the laying of cobbles in the stream bed.

7.3 Recommendations

It is unlikely that any of the above features need be affected by the proposed shelter belt planting, apart from site 2.3, field clearance stones, which lies within the proposed 20m corridor of planting. While this feature has some local interest as a relic of 19th century farm improvements, it probably need not be excluded from the fenced area of planting, and would be adequately protected by being left unplanted 

The turf bank enclosing site 2.4 at present lies west of the fence, and if this fence is not replaced, would be within the proposed planting area. If the fence is to be replaced, it is recommended that it be shifted west of the turf dyke. If the fence is not to be replaced, the turf bank should be protected by maintaining a corridor unplanted at least 5m from the edge of the dyke.

8.0  Area 3. Strath Vagastie

8.1 Area Description

The River Vagastie flows NNE from the Crask to the head of Loch Naver, and would have been an important N-S route for many centuries before the parliamentary road was built along its west flank in 1819, now the A836. The strath opens out for about 1km of its length to form a grassy plain approximately 200m wide, providing good, sheltered grazing. The river meanders across this area, and the numerous seemingly artificial banks, steps and platforms have probably all been caused by successive floodings and slow alterations to the river’s course. Low wet areas are probably the remains of the lagoons of oxbow lakes. Some of the natural banks have been enhanced artificially to form an eclosure (see below, site 3.1) As well as two cattle steadings, there is some evidence for modern activity in the form of pits dug for the disposal of deer parts and other refuse, and possible gravel extraction.

The present proposal is for planting on the greater part of this area, with the exception of the existing banked enclosure

8.2 Gazeteer of Archaeological Sites

        3.1 Enclosure, centred on NC 5667 3360. As recorded on the 1st edition OS map, an irregular, raised and well-drained field enclosed by a turf dyke. This may be a pre-improvement cultivation area, or a later sheep enclosure.

3.2 Possible Mound at NC 5678 3369. Immediately adjacent to the present refuse pits is a seemingly artificial grassy mound, with a diameter of approximately 5m and divided into two separate knolls. This may be recent in date, or could be a burnt mound, butwithout intrusive investigation, its function could not be ascertained.

3.3 Section of turf dyke at NC 5682 3370. A short section of low, grass-covered turf dyke runs  from site 3.1 to this point.

3.4 Possible gravel extraction pit at NC 5684 3367. A broad, shallow depression  with a greater amount of exposed stone.

3.5 Possible field clearance pile at NC 5701 3399. In an area where the deposited river stones are barely covered by the overlying turf is what appears to be an artificial pile of stones, measuring 1m in diameter. This may be field clearance, although the potential for cultivation on such stony ground seems slight.

8.3 Recommendations

Apart from site 3.1, the interpretation of features as of archaeological interest within this area is uncertain, and would require more precise investigation to ascertain their nature and function. As a precautionary measure, it is recommended that the area of sites 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4 be left unplanted, extending at least 5m from the edge of each feature.

Planting should be kept back from the turf banks of site 3.1 by at least 5m.

9.0  General Recommendations

While this evaluation is primarily concerned with the protection of archaeological features within the proposed shelter belt areas, it was noted during fieldwork that some areas of fields on other parts of the farm, particularly around gateways, were quite badly churned up by the deer hooves. As sites 1.1 and 1.2, the most extensive archaeological sites noted in this evaluation, lie within an area of proposed deer grazing, there is a concern that  the deer themselves, grazing in high density, could cause damage to the archaeology. It is therefore recommended that care be taken in the siting of field access points and feeding areas, to keep these well away from the archaeological sites listed above.

10.0 Appendices

10.1 References and Sources

The following data sources were consulted during the desk-based assessment:

Highland Sites and monuments Record, held by the Archaeology Unit at Highland Council, Inverness

Early maps held by the Map Library within the National Library of Scotland in Edinburgh

The following books and documents provided background information:

Mackenzie, A. The History of the Highland Clearances, 1883

Royal Commission (Highlands and Islands, 1892) Report and Minutes of Evidence, 1895

Watson, WJ: The History of the Celtic Place-names of Scotland, 1926

10.2 List of Photographs

1. Site 1.1a. Sinuous field boundary of boulders and field cleaeance piles at the top of the area

2. Site 1.1a. Field clearance pile within Mudale Wood

3. Site 1.1c. Field clearance mounds at the top of the area.

4. Site 1.2. Footings of building

5. Site 1.8. Earth bank field boundary between improved field and river

6. Site 2.3. Spread of field clearance stones through the gate.

7. Site 2.4. View from west. Overgrown area within the field is the farmstead

8. Site 2.4. View from south. Exposed stonework of building attached to south section of dyke

9. Site 2.5. Ford, view from west. Cobbling continues across.

10.3 List of Figures
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2. Area 1. Mudale

3. Area 2. Altnaharra

4. Area 3. Strath Vagastie.
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