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Introduction

The author was asked by the North of Scotland Water Authority to carry out an archaeological assessment of the proposed route of three sections of water main prior to the commencement of work on these projects. The object of the assessment was to locate previously recorded archaeological sites and to identify as-yet unrecorded sites, to measure their proximity to the proposed work and assess the potential impact of the project on the archaeological record. Where it is felt that action would be required. recommendations will be given to mitigate the impact of the project on the archaeological record. This might include the minor re-routing of the pipeline to avoid important archaeological sites, further recording work being done on sites which would be adversely affected, or the presence of an archaeologist on site while work is being carried out. Recommendations will also include measures to protect archaeological features in close proximity to the work from accidental damage from access routes, turning areas, dumping of material, etc.

Method

The desk-based assessment was based primarily on the Sites and Monuments Record, held by the Archaeology Unit within the Department of Planning at Highland Council. In addition to this, several maps showing the changing patterns of settlement and land use in Caithness were consulted. These maps are held by the Map Library within the National Library of Scotland in Edinburgh. Background information on the history of the area was found in ‘Caithness 1770-1832’ by Iain Sutherland. This was followed by a walk-over survey, carried out on November 19th 2000 in wet but reasonably clear conditions

Archaeological and Historical Background

The strath running from Wick to Thurso is up to the present day the most agriculturally productive area of Caithness, but it is probably for this very reason that there are generally fewer surviving prehistoric monuments than in the less fertile upland areas and along the coast. Few archaeological features would have survived the improvements of the 1770s to 1830s, and it is noticeable that the remaining prehistoric sites, mainly brochs, are substantial mounds, up to 3m. in height, which it would not have been worth the effort to remove. Other prehistoric features appear to be mainly chance finds of objects, made during the draining and clearing of fields, cists and urns, for example, where the surrounding cairn would have been entirely removed.

It is assumed that the pattern of settlement and land use was unchanged from the time of Norse dominance to the time of agricultural improvements in the late 1770s. Roy’s military survey maps of the 1750s shows a number of named settlements, either the townlands occupied by the estate owner, or tacksmen’s holdings. Those in the area of this survey are: Stempster, Scarmclet, North and South Dunn, West Wattin, Newton, Millton of Wattin, Bilbster, Thuster, Stemster and Haster. Scattered between these are the smaller townships. These are most likely not given in their correct locations, but Roy has attempted to give an impression of the number of townships and the extent of the cultivated land. The whole of the strath is shown as being under rig cultivation. The townships appear to be generally set back from the water’s edge, probably choosing sloping land where the ground drained naturally as artificial drainage was not introduced until 1790. Seven small townships are marked between West Watten and Millton, five between Bilbster and Thuster, and nine between Thuster and Haster. Roy’s map also represents an area of land between Haster and Reiss, to the north of the Wick River, as being enclosed and laid out into large rectangular fields. This would appear to be a representation of the first experiments in improvement.

Watten Mains, the property of the progressive Sir Robert Anstruther, was one of the first three estates to experiment in ‘Straightening and Levelling’ and the first to introduce the turnip as winter feed, in 1775. Over the next few decades, it can be assumed that the whole of the strath was reorganized in this manner. The Clearances began in Caithness in the 1790s, but all the evicted families were found local employment or new holdings. Between 1811 and 1861, 3000 acres of marshland and 25000 acres of heathland were reclaimed, including presumably the high ground to the north of Stemster, where no settlements are marked in the 1750s.

Early maps show the road between Wick and Thurso as passing north of the Wick River as far as Watten, then crossing to the south shore of Loch Watten and running between Loch Watten and Loch Scarmclate before heading towards Thurso via Tister. Thomas Telford built a number of parliamentary roads in Caithness, culminating in the Great Post Road linking Wick and Thurso by the same route as the present A882.

The Archaeological Survey.

The following archaeological sites lie in the proximity of the wayleave of the proposed new water mains. An assessment of the potential impact of the project, and recommendations for mitigating measures, if required, are given ( in italics) with each site.

Stemster to Haster

1. Shean, Stemster: Chambered Cairn at ND 1742 6260, SMR no. ND16SE0001 Visible as a grass-covered mound to the north of the Stemster reservoir compound. Originally a long cairn, but reduced in size by the construction of the reservoir and the track running alongside. It is unlikely that this cairn will be further affected by the present project; plans appear to show the new water main exiting the reservoir to the East, where the cairn lies to the North.

2. Stemster: Longhouse Farm at ND 1757 6263, SMR no. ND16SE0056. This was identified as the substantial standing ruins lying well to the east of the reservoir, consisting of one 19th Century croft house and at least two long house buildings. These are far enough from the wayleave to be unaffected.

3. Stemster: Building, Longhouse, School at ND 1747 6251, SMR no. ND16SE0057. These substantial ruins lie just to the south of the reservoir compound and consist of a 19th century croft house attached to older buildings, forming an L-shape. Footings of other buildings are visible to the east, and the boundaries of two square enclosures immediately to the south. This site is marked as a school on the 1st edition OS map. If the proposed pipeline passes to the east of the track running SE from the reservoir, these buildings will be unaffected. (Photo no. 1.)

4. Stemster: Farmstead at ND 1766 6243, SMR no. ND16SE0033 Located as grass-covered footings on a slight rise, forming an L-shaped building ad conforming to buildings marked on the 1st edition OS map. This site is approximately 100m. east of the route of the pipeline and should be unaffected. (Photo no. 2.)

5. Stemster: Farmstead at ND 1778 6225, SMR no. ND16SE0034. This site is marked on the 1st edition OS map, but there are no visible remains apart from a slight rise in the field where cattle are being fed. The site is approximately 80m. east of the route of the pipeline and should be unaffected.

6. Stemster: Building at ND 1781 6204, SMR no. ND16SE0064. Unroofed but otherwise well preserved 19th century croft house. This is situated just to the east of the fence at a point where the fence is set back far enough from the track to allow the pipeline to pass along the verge. If this is the proposed route, this building will be unaffected. (Photo no. 3.)

7. Stemster: Structure at ND 1789 6191, SMR no. ND16SE0035. Grass-covered footings of a building aligned NW-SE and conforming to the building marked at this location on the 1st edition OS map. The footings are approximately 10m. in length and contain one internal partition. They lie on the east side of the fence where it is assumed that the route of the pipeline is along the wide verge between the fence and the track. If this is the case, this site will be unaffected.

            (Photo no. 4) 

8. Newton: Farm at ND 1828 6139, SMR no. ND16SE0079. A derelict complex of farm buildings. The nearest building lies approximately 70m. from the proposed route of the pipeline and therefore should be unaffected.

9. Whitefield: Farmstead at ND 1974 6047, SMR no. ND16SE0084. This building is on a steep rise on the other side of the road from the proposed route of the pipeline and therefore should be unaffected.

10. Milton: Longhouse at ND 2023 5958, SMR no. ND25NW0028. This building lies on the south bank of the stream on the other side of the road from the proposed route of the pipeline and therefore should be unaffected.

11. Scarmclate: Corn Mill at ND 2027 5958. A corn mill is marked at this location on the 1st edition OS map but there are no visible remains. This site lies on the other side of the road from the proposed route of the pipeline, so the archaeological record should be unaffected.

12. Bower: Burnt Mound at ND 205 585, SMR no. ND25SW0019. The precise location of this feature is not known. This is a ploughed field with no visible mounds or piles of stones, so it is most likely that this feature has been ploughed out. The proposed route of the pipeline passes to the south of the ditch, now straightened, which presumably formed the original watercourse alongside which the burnt mound would have been located. The ploughed field through which the route of the pipeline passes is also featureless.

13. Gracequoys: Broch at ND 1982 5728, SMR no. ND25NE0009. This feature is visible as a low grassy mound. Some courses of walling are exposed to the SE of the mound. A smaller low mound lies to the NW of the main mound, it is not clear whether this is natural or an associated archaeological feature. (Photo no. 5)

The route of the pipeline passes just to the west of the broch. At the very least, it is recommended that the broch be identified and pegged off to prevent accidental damage. However, it may be considered necessary for an archaeological watching brief to be carried out on the section of the pipeline passing the broch, in case any associated archaeological features lie within this area.

14. Lower Dunn: Broch at ND 2026 5671, SMR no. ND25NW0002. This feature is clearly visible as a large grassy mound, 32m. in diameter and standing to a height of 3m. The route of the pipeline passes 80m to the north of the broch, which should therefore be unaffected.

15. Lower Dunn North: Broch at ND 2035 5694, SMR no. ND25NW0006. The remains of this broch lie over 100m. from the proposed route of the pipeline, with field boundaries between, so it is not likely to be affected.

16. Watten: ‘Mound’ at ND239 547, SMR no. ND25SW0019. The precise location of this feature is unknown, and there is nothing visible at this location. As this is a cultivated field, it is unlikely that any archaeological features will have survived ploughing. The proposed route of the pipeline passes to the south of the general area of this mound, so it is not likely that any remains will be affected.

17. Watten: Murdoch Rivach’s Grave at ND 2455 5481, SMR no. ND25SW0075. Murdoch Rivach, or Mhurcha Riabhach, was reportedly shot and buried here around 1720. There are no visible remains of this supposed feature. The proposed route of the pipeline passes to the south of the given location of the grave by 50m, so should not affect any archaeological remains.

18. Bylbster: Cist/Urn at ND 2544 5425, SMR no. ND25SE0006. This was reportedly found during ditch-cutting. The given location is on the edge of the road, but on the opposite side from the proposed route of the pipeline, which passes through the field to the north of the road

19. Bylbster: Cairn/Cist/Urn at ND 2572 5409, SMR no. ND25SE0007. The site of this find is supposedly marked by a slight swelling in a grass field, but nothing is visible at this location. The given location is in the field on the opposite side of the road from the proposed route of the pipeline.

Haster to Reiss

No archaeological features were identified within 200m. of the proposed route of the water main

Haster to Toftcarl

20. Tannich mains: Broch at ND 3236 4748, SMR no. ND34NW0005, Status: Scheduled. Although a prominent mound, the broch has been much degraded by the construction of a Second World War military installation on top of it, and the extensive dumping of rubble on its eastern side. Two WW2 buildings lie to these of the broch.                                                                             (Photos no. 6 and 7)

The proposed route of the pipeline passes 30m west of the edge of the mound of the broch. As this is a Schedule Ancient Monument, it will be necessary to inform Historic Scotland. It is possible that the pipeline route lies within the scheduled area, in which case, archaeological monitoring may be required while work takes place.

21. Tannich: Second World War Military Camp and Installations, centered on ND 322 469. Some large military installations are visible on the high ground to the west of the road, and an accommodation camp lies just west of the road at ND 3225 4708. One small building lies to the east of the road, opposite the entrance to a roadway leading up to the installations on the hill. This is an unattractive pale concrete building, but should be given a value as part of the whole complex of military buildings which may be of interest to future historians. This is located at ND 3232 4691                                                                          (Photos no. 8 and 9)

This small building lies alongside the fence and could easily be avoided by deviating the route of the pipeline slightly to run to its east.

22. Thrumster ‘Little’ Broch at ND 3384 4583, SMR no. ND34NW0002, Status: Scheduled. This is a clearly visible, well-preserved feature lying next to the track leading to the farm

The proposed route of the pipeline runs through the field SW of the farm track and will not affect the broch itself. But it is within 50m of the feature, which is a scheduled Ancient Monument and it will be necessary to inform Historic Scotland. If the pipeline passes through the scheduled area associated with the broch, archaeological monitoring may be required during work in this area.

Archaeological Conclusions

The lack of archaeological discoveries along the cultivated fields of the strath confirm the theory that most of the archaeological record was removed during ‘straightening and levelling’ at the end of the 18th century, and subsequent ploughing and field clearance during the next two centuries. It is unlikely that any archaeological features survive below the surface of these ploughed fields, and it is therefore not considered for any precautionary measures to be taken except to preserve from damage the remaining archaeological features.

The archaeological record of the upland area behind Stemster House appears to demonstrate the settlement of this area following reclamation of the heathland in the first half of the 19th century and its subsequent almost total abandonment. The range of ruination of the farmsteads from mere grassy footings to derelict but still roofed buildings suggests a gradual abandonment over the 20th century.

Recommendations

At only four locations along the whole length of the proposed water mains is it considered that any mitigating action is necessary, as detailed above. Apart from action to protect visible features from accidental damage, any further mitigating measures on the two Scheduled Ancient Monuments are at the discretion of Historic Scotland.  
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