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1.0  Executive Summary

This report presents the aims and results of an archaeological desk-based assessment commissioned by A&D Sutherland, Spittal Quarry, Watten, Caithness and undertaken in advance of the proposed extension to the flagstone quarry at Spittal, Caithness. 

The proposal area is the supposed site of a battle between the Earl of Orkney and his brother, which took place in the latter part of the tenth century AD. While no definite conclusions can be reached as to its precise location, the strength of tradition makes it probable that the battle did take place in the fields south of the broch at Toftingall. No information could be obtained as to its extent.

2.0  Introduction

The archaeological desk-based assessment was commissioned by A&D Sutherland, Spittal Quarry, Watten, Caithness, at the request of Highland Council Archaeology Unit, and undertaken in advance of the proposed extension to the flagstone quarry at Spittal. It was necessitated by the tradition that the late tenth century battle of Skida Mire, recorded in the Orkneyinga Saga, occurred in the vicinity of Toftingall (NMRS No. ND15SE12; SMR No. ND15SE0013).

The site of the existing quarry is situated just to the east of the A895 (Latheron -Thurso), where it runs north-west through the village of Spittal. The traditional site of the battlefield lies to the east of the present quarry and just to the south of the broch at Toftingall (known as Spittal Farm, NMRS No. ND15SE2; SMR No. ND15SE0002; ND 1756 5438), where four long cists were discovered in the nineteenth century (NMRS No. ND15SE6; SMR No. ND15SE0006; ND 1755 5439). The location of the battle site is centred on NGR ND 1782 5424 (fig. 1) and lies at around 100m OD. The site is situated within a field, currently under grass, but within a wider area which has clearly been intensively used for agricultural purposes over a very long period. The ground slopes gently to the south-east, away from Spittal Hill, a mile to the north-west, towards the Moss of Toftingall (on the other side of the B870, linking Westerdale with Watten). 

As over much of Caithness, the immediate vicinity of Spittal Quarries is rich in upstanding archaeological remains. The earliest recorded monument is the chambered cairn, known as the Fairy Hillock (ND15SE3; ND 1637 5438), lying to the west of the main road. A number of standing stones occur to the south of the crossroads at Mybster, just south of the present Spittal village (Clach Ghlaise, ND15SE9, ND 1678 5269; Well of Mybster, ND15SE10, ND 168 519). In addition to Spittal Farm broch, a further four broch mounds are located close by (Torr an Fhidhlier, ND15SE4, ND 1632 5473; Knockglass, ND15SE5, ND 1761 5329; Ballone, Mybster, ND15SE8, ND 1619 5280; Balvedavist, ND15SE11, ND 1680 5158). In the nineteenth century, another long cist was discovered close to Mybster Inn (ND15SE7; ND 1644 5292). The apparent importance of this crossroads is confirmed in the historic period by the presence of St. Magnus’s hospital, just to the north-east of the village (ND15SE1; ND 1588 5487). This was an important resting place for pilgrims on their way to the shrine of St. Magnus in Orkney, while the hospital’s chapel also acted as the parish church and later as a Clan Gunn burial place. Mybster Inn, situated right on the crossroads, is in some respects its successor. Again the prominence of this area within Caithness as a whole is highlighted by Spittal Hill, the traditional gathering place for its inhabitants (ND15NE7; ND 167 556). The quarries themselves, both at Spittal and on Achanarras Hill, are also of considerable importance in the story of Caithness, for the unrivalled quality of the flagstones they produce (Sinclair 1988).

3.0  Aims and Objectives

This survey was intended to explore the traditions surrounding the battle of Skida Mire, in order to ascertain whether it does indeed lie within the area of the proposed extension to the quarry, or if any indication of its possible extent could be established. Since the battle took place within the vicinity of a known broch mound (Spittal Farm), the possibility of unrecorded archaeology was also a possibility.

The objectives of this study were as follows:

to collate and assess all the known historical references to the battle 


to identify any previously unknown archaeological information through inspection of the aerial photographic record and the available cartographic evidence 


to evaluate the archaeological significance of this information

4.0  Methodology

An initial desk-top study involved consultation of the various English translations of the primary sources (Orkneyinga Saga, Olaf Tryggvason’s saga), plus any relevant commentaries on those texts, alongside other printed material on the history of Caithness (Appendix 8.1.3). For the archaeological sites, the National Monument Record for Scotland (NMRS), held by The Royal Commission on Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland in Edinburgh, and the local Sites and Monument Record (SMR) for Highland, held by the Highland Council Archaeology Unit in Inverness, were consulted. All the cartographic sources held by the National Map Library of Scotland in Edinburgh and the Highland Council Archive in Inverness were also examined. Particular emphasis was placed on the First and Second Edition Ordnance Survey maps (Appendix 8.1.1). The vertical stereo aerial photographic record, held by The Royal Commission on Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland in Edinburgh, was investigated for any sites of potential archaeological interest which might be visible as soil or vegetation marks. Three series of photographs, taken in 1946, 1966 and 1988, were available for consultation (Appendix 8.1.2). Finally, Mr George Watson, a member of the Caithness Field Club, who lives in Thurso, provided freely of his detailed local knowledge of the area.

5.0  Results

5.1 Documentary sources

The battle of Skida Mire, which is the culmination of the conflict between Ljot and Skuli, two of the five sons of Thorfinn Skull-Splitter, for the earldom of Orkney, forms Book 10 of the Orkneyinga Saga. The story itself is typical of the family wars which characterise this period and which constitute the bulk of the surviving Saga material (following Anderson, the events referred to are assumed to have taken place between 977 and 991 AD (1922, 483). It is only in the interpretations placed on the course of the conflict by later commentators and their attempts to associate the names mentioned in the text with identifiable places, that considerable variation arises. If any light is to be cast on the validity of Toftingall’s claims to be the site of the battle of Skida Mire, it seems necessary to critically examine all the available accounts of Ljot and Skuli’s conflict. The following summary is summarised from the most recent and widely available English translation of the Orkneyinga Saga or ‘The History of the Earls of Orkney’, based on the vellum Flateyjarbók codex, compiled around 1390 (Palsson and Edwards 1978, 19). 

Ljot had became earl of Orkney and married Ragnhild, daughter of Eirik Blood-axe of York, after she had engineered the death of the two previous earls, both of whom were also Ljot’s brothers. Although it is stated that he was a good leader (ibid., 35), it is probably the circumstances surrounding his assumption of the earldom which turned one of his two remaining brothers, Skuli, against him. Skuli, in search of support for his claims, approached the king of Scotland (Kenneth II, son of Malcolm, 971-995 (Anderson 1922, 484; Taylor 1938, 356, Chapter 10, note 1; the Ordnance Survey Name Book however says the battle took place during the reign of Malcom I, 943-54, Book 4, 51)). The continued desire of the Scottish crown for overlordship of the mainland part of the Orkney earldom (i.e. Caithness) seems to have ensured that the king was all too happy to generate discord by awarding Skuli the title of earl. Skuli returned north to Caithness to gather an army, from where he sailed to Orkney to lay formal claim to the earldom. In response, Ljot mustered such a large number of men that Skuli’s army was defeated and he was forced to return to Caithness, before fleeing even further south to Scotland. Ljot followed his brother to Caithness, where he spent time raising additional men. Skuli returned north, this time with the support of a large army supplied by the King of Scots and an Earl Macbeth, to confront his brother somewhere in the Dales of Caithness. Again it was a hard-fought battle, but again Ljot won. Even though the Scots broke and fled (ibid., 35-6), Skuli battled on until he was eventually killed. Following this second battle, Ljot is said to have assumed control of Caithness, to the annoyance of the Scots. Macbeth came north from Scotland with another large army and yet another battle was fought, this time at Skitten. Although Ljot was outnumbered, he and his men fought so well that the Scots were forced to retreat. However, Ljot received wounds from which he later died, though not before he got back to Orkney. “People thought it [Ljot’s death] a great loss” (Palsson and Edwards 1978, 36). Ljot was succeeded by Hlodvir, the last of the five sons of Thorfinn Skull-splitter to remain alive.

The first English translation of Orkneyinga Saga, that of Hjaltalin and Goudie, with an introduction by Joseph Anderson and published in 1873, follows the form of the Saga adopted by its first editor Jonas Jonaeus, who produced a Danish version in 1780 (Anderson 1873, v). In this version, the entries relating to the conflict between Ljot and Skuli are not included in the main body of the text, but are incorporated as an appendix taken from Chapter 97 of the Saga of Olaf Tryggvason (ibid., 209). Nonetheless, the story is the same, although some of the names do differ. The name of the Scottish earl who supported Skuli against Ljot in Caithness is given as Magbiód; although Anderson in his notes states that this is suggestive of Macbeth (ibid., 209), he also says it could be Maelbrigd (ibid., xxv). The name Skida-mire, rather than Skitten, is given for the second battle between Magbiód and Ljot, while the final line, stating the grief felt by his subjects at the death of Ljot, is omitted.

It is with the commentaries on the text of Orkneyinga Saga that more discrepancies in the identification of names and places creep in. The location of the second battle between Ljot and Skuli which took place on Caithness soil is generally ascribed to “Dalir (Dale) in Caithness” (Calder 1861, 44; Anderson 1873, 209; McKay 1914, 54) or the “Dales of Caithness” (Anderson 1873, xxv; Taylor 1938, 147). However, Pope in his translation of Thormodus Torfaeus, an Icelander (died 1719), who was historiographer to the Danish king and the most widely quoted early authority on the history of Caithness, suggests that the battle took place around Easterdale, “where there is an extensive plain, and the common people show the place where a battel was fought” (1866, 22). Further, he goes on to state that: “Besides the common place of rendevous in Caithnes of old, was Spittal Hill, which is within more than a mile of Easterdale…” (ibid., 22-3). Easterdale could not be located on any of the early maps, while it is also seems to be of interest here that Spittal Hill lies about a mile to the north of Toftingall.

There is even greater confusion over the location of the battle of Skida-mire, between Ljot and Macbeth/Magbiód or, as he is described by Torfaeus, Magbradus (Pope suggests that he was a thane of Sutherland, living at Dunrobin (1866, 22)). In Cordiner’s translation of Torfaeus (1780, 136), the “field of battle” is described as “about a mile west from Watten, and is covered over with the rude monuments of such an event. It is called ‘Toftingale,’ or ‘grave of strangers’ ”. In Pope’s version, published a century later, “Paludibus Scidensibus, or the mossy plain ground near Spittal Hill” is also thought to be Toutnagoul (now Toftingall), “the place where the foreigners are buried” (1866, 23). He also associates the standing stones at Achtiabist and Halsarie with the same “considerable events” (ibid.). Just south of the crossroads at Mybster, the standing stone known as Clach Ghlaise, ‘the Grey Stone’ (ND15SE9), plus the three stones at the Well of Mybster (ND15SE10, known as Balvedavist in the OS Name Book and probably those that Torfaeus calls Achtiabist) are all the reputed sites of graves according to the Name Book (Book No. 4, 172, 174). This belief, although it occurs frequently in nineteenth century accounts, could have arisen from their proximity to the reputed battle site. The long cist containing human remains found near the Mybster crossroads in 1867 may have also contributed to the legend (ND15SE7). Calder, while following Torfaeus in ascribing the battle to Toftingall, adds one further detail (1861, 44). He appears to be the first to suggest that ‘stone Lud’, a tall standing stone near Brabsterdorran in Bower parish (ND26SW3; ND 2216 6174), marks the spot where Liot was buried (although Orkneyinga Saga says that he reached Orkney before he died). Finally, according to the author of the New Statistical Account for Halkirk and on the authority of Torfaeus, Magbradus assembled his forces on the Hill of Spittal, before going to attack Ljot in the moss to the south (Munro 1834, 68-9).

However, most other commentators place the battle ground at Skitten, a large tract of moorland on the coast north-east of Watten (Taylor 1938, 356, Chapter X, note 30). William Smith in the New Statistical Account for Bower parish (1840, 115) and supposedly following Torfaeus, states that the battle took place at the moss of Skitten, “now oftener called Kilmster”. It is possible that some confusion has arisen because, in Book 11 of Orkneyinga Saga, a second battle is said to have taken place at Skitten, between Sigurd the Stout, the son of Hlodvir who died in 1014, and Finnleik (Finnlaech), the father of Macbeth; in Njal’s Saga this battle is described as taking place at Duncansby (Taylor 1938, 356, Chapter XI, note 3; Cowan 1982, 33). Taylor believes that, while the account of Sigurd the Stout’s conflict with Finnleik in Orkneyinga Saga “has an air of unreality and superstition about it” and the details parallel those of the Ljot-Skuli episode almost too closely, the story of the battles between Ljot and Skuli “are well told and have an air of authenticity” about them, as if they had come from oral tradition (Taylor 1938, 52-3). Further, in Pope’s translation of Torfaeus, he applies almost the same description to both battles; the phrase ‘near’ Spittal Hill is replaced by ‘south’ of Spittal Hill in the second account. He goes on to ascribe the second battle to the area between Rangag and Halsarie, a more considerable distance south of Spittal Hill than Toftingall, although his reasoning is not clear (Torfaeus 1866, 23, 25). The only exception to these theories is Munch, who locates the battle in Canisbay parish, at a place called the Loch of Scister (quoted by Anderson 1873, xxvi). 

5.2  Other Sources

The Ordnance Survey, on the First and Second edition maps and in the Name Book, compiled at the same time as the First edition, provide the final source of information. The Name Book (1871) contains the statement: “There is a tradition in this district affirming that a battle was fought here, and the tradition is verified in the following extract from Torfeus’ ‘History of Caithness’ ”(Book 12, 51). Although Pope’s translation of Torfaeus is given as the main authority, it seems that two hundred years after he first wrote, there was still a strong local tradition placing the location of the Skida-mire battle at Toftingall. This is confirmed by the maps themselves, although on the First Edition map (Sheet 18, 1871), the battle site is positioned just to the east of the broch known as Spittal Farm (ND15SE2) and within the same field. On the Second Edition, the battle site has shifted southwards into the next field (the location recorded as the NMRS/SMR number) and into the area of the proposed quarry extension (Sheets 18.3 and 18.4). While this discrepancy may seem significant, it is probable that any battle, on whatever scale, may well have raged over a far greater area than that encompassed by this shift. 

The broch (ND15SE2), unlike those in the vicinity has not acquired an individual name, although the Name Book notes that excavation had taken place within the mound (Book 12, 47). It also records that between 1851 and 1859, four stone cists were found “in close proximity” to it, although the exact location was not known (ND15SE6). All contained a small quantity of blackish earth (ibid.). These findings (plus those described above) could have been enough to indicate a battle site to the people who lived around the broch, but still post-date Torfaeus’s account by nearly two hundred years, suggesting the source of the story was different. More importantly, in the light of the fact that their precise location was uncertain, it suggests the potential for archaeological remains to be found in the proposal area.   

None of the earlier maps show any more detail than the name of the settlement. Significantly, however, the earliest surviving map of Caithness available for consultation, that of Robert Gordon dating to 1650, does confirm the spelling of the name as Tochnagal, ‘the place of strangers’.  

The three sets of available vertical air photographs reveal nothing of archaeological significance in the area suggested as the battle site, although the 1966 photographs do suggest the presence of an arc of ditch around the west side of the broch, partially truncated by a field boundary (OS/66/141, 183-5). There also appear to be strong cropmarks, probably of geological origin, in the area to the south-east of the broch (outside the proposal area). The presence of the latter does highlight the possibility that the underlying geology could be masking any archaeological features, which are slighter in scale than the ditch surrounding the broch. The photographs confirm the intensity of the past agricultural use of this area, particularly since the field boundaries are different on all three sets. Although the more southerly field was under crop in 1946 and again in 1988, no cropmarks of any sort are visible. 

6.0 Conclusions

All the evidence linking the battle of Skida-mire with the area to the south of Spittal Hill, and more especially to Toftingall, is tantalisingly imprecise. Torfaeus appears to be the sole authority, although - since neither translation of his work seems to be particularly clear – his statements have been utilised by later commentators to lend weight to their own particular theory. The only precise indication as to its location is contained on the earliest Ordnance Survey maps, which unusually differ between the First and Second Editions. The primary authority for the OS’s identification of the two fields appears to rest with local tradition, although they too quote Torfaeus, who himself seems to have derived much of his information from local sources (1866, 2). This certainly implies that the story was well known in the locality over at least two centuries. The problem is in knowing the degree to which such stories become self-perpetuating; a memory arising from Torfaeus’s enquiries in the early eighteenth century, embellished by later antiquarian fancies and combined with the needs of local people to explain the numerous cists and standing stones in the vicinity. At this distance, even from those who commentated on Orkneyinga Saga and Torfaeus in the nineteenth century, it is impossible to be certain whether there was any real substance to the association with Toftingall. However, even in the absence of a definitive answer, it seems unwise to ignore the strength of local tradition in this case.  

As this whole area has been intensively ploughed, it is probable that any archaeological remains will have been heavily disturbed. Since evidence for the battle itself would presumably consist of stray finds (and possibly skeletons, but not necessarily deliberate burials), it seems unlikely that much coherent evidence would remain. However, the presence of substantial archaeological remains in the vicinity (the broch and associated cists) suggests that further exploratory, non-invasive, archaeological work might be advisable before the proposal to extend the quarry can go ahead.    

It must be stressed that the recommendations noted here are intended for guidance only and attention is drawn to the fact that all decisions regarding appropriate mitigation strategies rest ultimately and entirely with the local planning authority.     
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1.     Background

This brief has been produced in response to the need for an archaeological evaluation

to be carried out prior to work beginning on site.   It is for a minimum standard of

work; a higher standard may be offered and accepted.

2.     Terms of Reference

A&D Sutherland, Spittal Quarry, are responsible for all tendering and contractual arrangements.

Any reference to ‘archaeologist’ in this specification is to be taken to mean a qualified and experienced practitioner acceptable to the Senior Archaeologist. This is to ensure that work is carried out to professional standards.  The project should be carried out by, or under the immediate direction of, a member of the Institute of Field

Archaeologists or an archaeologist of equivalent standing.

If this is for a road or water and sewerage proposal the area to be covered is the entire

wayleave except where otherwise indicated.

3.     Tendering

Tenders must be accompanied by a project design, statement and evidence of

competence, including the CV of the Project Director, and other staff where possible.

4.     Objectives

1.   To establish  the  presence  of  recorded  archaeological  remains,  and  the

likelihood of further as yet unrecorded archaeological remains.

5.     Method

1.   A desk based assessment of the site, to include consultation of at least;

The Highland Council Sites and Monuments Record, The Highland Council

Archive, The National Monuments Record, any locally held private archives.

Aerial Photographic coverage should also be assessed.

2.   The desk- based assessment must make full use of all of the resources held in

these repositories.

3.   No excavation is to take place as part of this work.

6.    Reporting

6.1. Project report

At least four copies of the project report must be produced.

I.         
One paper copy for Mr Sutherland, Spittal Quarry, Watten, Caithness.

II.       
One paper copy for the Archaeology Unit, Planning and Development Service,

Council Offices, Glenurquhart Road, Inverness IV3 5NX where it will be

available for immediate consultation by the public.

III.       One copy for the Highland SMR as above, on a computer disk in a format

compatible with Microsoft Office 95 for Windows.

IV.
One copy for the Area planning Manager.

The report must be submitted to the all of the above within 2 weeks of the completion of the field work.

The report must include, as a minimum,

1.   Location plan showing the project area and archaeological sites and features

affected. The Grid Reference of the site must be included.

2.   Circumstances and objectives of this work, including a copy of this brief.

3.   A full index to any records or other material generated by the project including its

location

4.   An analysis of the project results drawing in comparative data as appropriate, and

a statement of the significance of the results for future research.  Note that a

negative result may itself be significant.

The completed report will be available for immediate public consultation for research

purposes at the Highland Sites and Monuments Record. In addition, the Archaeology

Unit reserves the right to make the report available for reference and research

purposes, either on paper, or electronically.  Subject to this, copyright will remain

with the author unless specifically transferred in writing, and the Archaeology Unit

will assume author's copyright unless advised otherwise. Copyright will be

acknowledged in all cases by the Archaeology Unit.

This specification includes arranging a presentation of the project results to the local

community within a year of the completion of the fieldwork. Arrangements must be

agreed with the Senior Archaeologist.

7.     General

1.    The archaeologist appointed must be of a professional standing acceptable to the

 Senior Archaeologist and must carry out the work according to the Code of

 Conduct, standards and guidelines of the Institute of Field Archaeologists.

2.    The  main  contractor has  responsibility  for  the  Health  and  Safety  of any

 archaeological staff on site.

3.
The archaeologist is responsible for taking all necessary measures to conform 

with the Health and Safety at Work Acts and be covered by all necessary insurances.

4.    Any Health and Safety incidents on site involving the archaeologist must be

 immediately notified to the Health and Safety Executive.

5.    The archaeologist must agree a timetable for the work with the client and the

 Senior Archaeologist.

6.   The archaeologist appointed will not comment to the press or other media without

 prior approval from the Senior Archaeologist.

7.    Proper provision must be made for prevailing weather conditions in northern

 Scotland.

8.    The  archaeologist  agrees  by  undertaking  this  work  to  the  terms  of this

 specification.

Dorothy Low

Archaeologist

Thursday, 29 June 2000
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