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Introduction

The writer was asked to carry out an archaeological walk-over survey and trial trenching on the proposed gravel extraction pit at Cyderhall Farm, near Dornoch. (see fig 1 for location)

The area was an upstanding esker and the proposed extraction would destroy this geological feature. The archaeological survey was a planning condition as requested by Highland Council Archaeology Section.

A further area of possible future expansion is indicated on the site plan (fig 4)

Archaeological Background

This region near Dornoch is rich in archaeological remains. Previously identified sites in the immediate vicinity (fig 3) include a depopulated settlement, field system, enclosure and a ring ditch. A nearby burial mound is locally thought to be Sigurd’s Knowe, the burial mound of a Norse nobleman.

Stepping stones across the burn are of historical interest, but of unknown date.

Walk Over Survey

A walk-over survey was carried out on 2nd June1998 in mild but rainy conditions. The esker was steeply sided on all sides with a central bowl shaped depression. This central area was quite waterlogged with a ground cover of rushes.

Some disturbance had already taken place along the SE ridge of the esker during clearance of gorse & whin, and some underlying topsoil, to create a track.

Faint ridges up the E internal slope of the area proved to be the remains of tractor tracks used to take feed up to the cattle on the adjacent area.

Significant cover of thick gorse, whin, and bracken obscured all but this central grassy area, (indicated on fig 4), but no archaeological features were noted through this undergrowth, despite intensive searching.

Trial Trenching

Mr Munro kindly offered to dig a test trench at the lowest point of the central area, (Trench 4, see fig 4) during the walk-over survey, to test the depth of topsoil and nature of the subsoil. The section revealed up to 0.75m of topsoil overlying gleyed silt c.45m thick, which rested on a subsoil of clean yellow sand. (see sketch fig 5)

The remainder of the trial trenching took place on 15th June 98 in dry, sultry conditions. Machinery was kindly provided by the contractor in the form of a JCB back-actor with a toothless ditching bucket.

Topsoil was removed in three strips:

Trench 1: 40m in length x 1.5m width, running along ridge to SE of are (Fig  4)

Very dry topsoil to a depth of c0.3m overlay clean yellow gravel with large rounded pebbles. Towards the SW of this trench where traces of gorse remained the topsoil retained some moisture. Some traces of charcoal suggested that the overgrowth had been burnt periodically. This was later confirmed during a conversation with Mrs Munro of Cyderhall Farm.

Trench 2: Running N – S for 23m. Steep slope became unsafe to excavate.

Trench 3: Running downhill from E end of extraction area for c.40m.

Gravel, sand, chippings and manganese deposits appeared in bands across the width of these trenches. An area of loose charcoal near the E end of Trench 3, at the base of the topsoil, indicated modern burning.

No archaeological features were noted during these excavations.

An area of possible future expansion  (fig 4) was inspected briefly but was so densely covered in gorse to a height of 2.5m that detailed examination was not possible.

Conclusions and Recommendations

No further archaeological input is considered necessary on this site.

However if extraction continues into the area marked “possible future expansion” then arrangements should be made for an archaeologist to examine the area after the removal of vegetation.

The stepping stones (see fig 2) are of historical interest and should be preserved in their present position.
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