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Background

The author was contacted on the 3rd February 1999 to carry out a rapid assessment of the archaeological potential of the site of the proposed Lochaber Centre, Leanachan Forest, Fort William.  Such an assessment was a condition of the consent for this development laid down by the Planning Department, Highland Council.  However this condition had been ignored and development of the site had already started.  The writer therefore carried out an archaeological assessment at the earliest opportunity on the basis of information faxed to him by the Highland Council Archaeology Service. Details of this specification are stored at the back of this report.

Documentary background

Because of the short notice given for this survey, a detailed deskbound study  was not feasible.  However Sites & Monuments Record material was made available by the Archaeology Service and the author already had collected information on this area for another project in 1992. 

The area is significant for the quantity of Bronze Age metalwork, most notably the

series of  early flat axes found at Dail na Caraidh to the South West and a halberd 

found at Brataich to the North East.  This seems to have been a centre of prehistoric

activity.  The nature and focus of this activity remain unclear.

Later iron age activity is suggested by the discovery of several heaps of iron slag in

Leanach Forest after this area was deep ploughed for trees.  As this material was 

buried by peat it is unlikely to be medieval in date.  However continued activity into 

medieval times has been confirmed by the recent discovery of a motte (an

earthen castle generally dating to the 13th/14th centuries AD) near Leanachan. 

Two settlements at Lonachannis were listed in 1466 and in 1500 (Munro, p139-141 & p232). It is also shown on Blaeu’s Atlas derived from Pont’s survey of c1590.  Linked with Achanshine (Achnacochine) in a 1667 rental of the Marquis of Huntly, it paid £300 Scots, the highest rental of all the farms listed.   Over 30 people were reported as being cleared from here for sheep for sheep in the early 19th century (Deer Forest Commission, p1197).  It had a stock of c2,000 sheep before these were cleared for Inverlochy Deer Forest between the late 1860s and 1883.

Part of the importance of this area must be connected with the increased fertility associated with outcrop of limestone at Creag Aoil.  The herb-rich grasslands would have made this a favoured area for settlement.  This was almost certainly the source of lime for the medieval castle at Inverlochy and was also used in the construction of the Caledonian Canal in the early 19th century.  6 unroofed buildings were shown on this site in 1870, probably of folk cleared for the Inverlochy Deer Forest.

Site Conditions.

The survey was undertaken in extremely squally conditions with blustery showers.  However this is not thought to have affected the survey, as the ground had already been severely disturbed by machining. This activity was still in progress at the time of the survey. The extent of machining was such that little of the original topography was now visible.  According to the site agent the Western side of the development area had already been severely altered by the construction of the access road to Aonach Mor.  Though this could not now be proved, it was apparent that considerable quantities of peat had been dumped in this area.  The area at the East had also been heavily stripped of its peaty topsoil.  This peat growth was extensive as could be seen from the sides of the cuttings where it measured from 0.2m to nearly 1m in depth.  The only area where peat was not seen was at the North East of the site where a brown forest soil had developed amongst predominantly birch woodland beside an unnamed burn.  This had formed on a relatively steep slope near this burn.  There was no evidence of any human activity in this area.

As a considerably larger area than the site of the centre had been stripped of trees, the opportunity was taken to examine this additional area as part of it would form the second phase of the proposed development.  Despite the obscuring effect of tree roots, brash and earlier ploughing, it was clear that the peat development was extensive.

Well outside the proposed development was a substantial upright boulder, almost tent shaped, with a 1.5m square base. It stands 1.5m above the surrounding peat.  It is possible that cup marks, a ritual marking that dates from c2000-1,000BC, had been cut into the South and South West faces of this stone.  It stands on a natural rise with good views of Ben Nevis.

Conclusions

No archaeological features were recorded in the area under construction for the Lochaber Centre. Apart from the area described at the North West, there was no evidence for the peat had developed over an earlier soil formation.  The extent of peat growth suggested this had never been either an area of settlement or cultivation. 

Recommendations

Concern must be expressed over the way that the planning conditions were ignored, as this prevented the archaeological potential of this area being fully established.  

No further archaeological constraints are considered appropriate either for this development or the proposed stage 2.

Jonathan Wordsworth MA, MIFA, FSA Scot
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