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Figure 1: Location Plan: Cnoc Leamhnachd, by Rogart, Sutherland
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Figure 2:  Location plan:  Cnoc Leamhnachd WGS Survey Area
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Summary

An archaeological survey, including desk-based assessment and walk-over survey, was conducted for the WGS proposal at Cnoc Leamhnachd, Strath Brora, Sutherland (centre grid reference NC 752 117). The desk-based assessment revealed a significant number of archaeological features in the surrounding area, defined by the upper watershed of the River Brora, but nothing of significance within the boundary of the WGS proposal. The walk-over survey identified three areas of archaeological significance; including a prehistoric hut circle and nearby field system plus structures relating to the post-AD 1500 shieling system.

Circumstances

This survey was requested by the Highland Council's Archaeology Service in response to the WGS proposal for Cnoc Leamhnachd, Strath Brora. The specification, detailing the project requirements, can be found at the end of this report.

Location

The area of the proposed WGS is centred on the hill of Cnoc Leamhnachd to the north of Strath Brora, Sutherland (centre grid reference NC 752 117). The area measures approximately 2200 metres east/west by 1000 metres north/south (longest axes) and covers an area of 130 hectares (see figures 1 & 2). The highest point on the hill is marked by an OS trig point, and is 293 metres (961 feet) above sea level. The hill forms a flat-topped ridge running east/west, with shallow western and northern slopes, and steeper, more undulating southern and eastern slopes. The hill is exposed to the north-west and to the south-east.

Desk-based Survey

Sources examined:

· Sites and Monuments Record (SMR), Highland Council Planning and Development Service (Archaeology), Glenurquhart Road, Inverness

· Highland Council Archive, Inverness Library, Farraline Park, Inverness

1. 1st Edition Ordnance Survey, 10" (Sheet no. XCVI or 96); 1875 (Microfiche)

2. 2nd Edition Ordnance Survey, 25" (Sheet no. LXXXVII or 87); 1907

3. General Roy Military Map, slide no. K111870; c.1750

The Sites and Monuments Record indicated a concentration of archaeological sites in the locality of Cnoc Leamhnachd, generally the area defined by the upper watershed of the River Brora. This includes examples of both prehistoric and historic occupation and land use, from large clusters of prehistoric hut circles and field systems, prehistoric burial cairns and other monuments, to evidence for Medieval Or Later Rural Settlement (MOLRS). The SMR reveals that the settlement evidence tends to be located on slopes with a southerly aspect. No sites were indicated within the boundary of the survey area. However, immediately to the west of the survey area, in Loch Beannach,  is a crannog, SMR No. NC71SW0003, and to the east are two MOLRS sites, SMR No. NC71SE0006 and SMR No. NC71SE0046.

The 1st Edition Ordnance Survey revealed detail of the two MOLRS sites from the SMR. NC71SE0006 is named Achnanirinin and consists of three rectangular structures, a sub-rectangular enclosure and a probable corn-drying kiln, within an enclosed area. None of the structures are shown roofed. The other MOLRS site, NC71SE0046 is named Feithghlas, and consists of one long, rectangular structure (unroofed) and a probable corn-drying kiln, which are unenclosed. The map also shows a MOLRS site immediately to the north-east of Achnanirinin, named Badan an Eich Dhuibh, which consists of  three rectangular structures (all unroofed) and a square enclosure. This site is also enclosed in what appears to be the same field boundaries as belong to Achnanirinin. 

The 2nd Edition Ordnance Survey revealed the same pattern of structures as on the 1st Edition, though it only named one settlement, Achnanirinin. There are no additional structures marked.

The General Roy Military Map revealed a number of settlements in this area of Strath Brora, including Braegrudie and Dalreavoch, both of which are named on the modern 1:50000 Ordnance Survey map. It also shows the road layout to be similar to that of the present day, with the road skirting the northern edge of Strath Brora, crossing the River Brora near Dalreavoch and heading south toward Rogart. The map reveals no evidence of townships, roads or other structures in the WGS proposal area around Cnoc Leamhnachd.

Fieldwork

The initial walk-over survey was conducted on the 15th December, and three areas of archaeological significance were identified. This was followed by a visit on the 23rd December, when the archaeological structures were recorded and the buffer zones demarcated using yellow marker flags. The weather conditions on the 15th were changeable, with some light snow falling and a general covering of 10 - 15 centimetres of snow on top of deep heather. Much of this snow had cleared by the 23rd, giving good conditions for field survey. The archaeological features were visible in more detail on the 23rd and a greater number of individual structures were noted than had been previously noted on the 15th. However, no new areas of archaeological significance were identified on the 23rd, suggesting that the ground conditions on the 15th were adequate for the initial walk-over survey.

The walk-over survey consisted of a number of roughly east/west transects along the length of the ridge. Three areas of archaeologically significant structures were identified, all located in the south-east corner of the survey area. They are described here as Area 1, Area 2 and Area 3. (Figure 3 indicates the location of the archaeology and the buffer zones at a scale of 1:2500. Where necessary to assist explanation, the area descriptions are accompanied by more detailed sketch plans.)

Area 1 (see figure 4)
This area is made up of five structures that are related firstly by their proximity to each other, and secondly because they are clustered in and around an elongated  hollow, a prominent feature of the landscape, giving the appearance of a unit. The area looks distinctive today because of the presence of bracken and coarse grass rather than the deep heather that surrounds it, which is an indicator of relatively recent land use (probably functioning as some sort of focus for occupation within the last 200 years). The hollow is located toward the south-east end of the hill, which provides local shelter and more generally is protected from the north and north-westerly winds, making it an attractive location for settlement.

Structure 1 is a roughly rectangular setting of stones (maximum diameter 1.2 metres), at most two courses high, tucked against the southern edge of the hollow. It measures approximately 6 metres in length by 5.2 metres in breadth. There is no apparent entrance way, but the structure appears to be dilapidated, giving only a rough indication of its form. It is possible that what is visible is only the foundation course of a mainly turf-built structure, as there is little evidence for tumbled stone implying an original wall height significantly higher than what remains. It is also possible that the structure was never significantly higher, or roofed.

Structure 2 is located in the north-east corner of the hollow and consists of a low mound, sub-rectangular in shape, and slightly dished in the centre. It measures 5.5 metres in length by 4 metres in breadth. There is little stone visible and it has the appearance of a turf built structure that has almost completely collapsed and eroded flat.

Structure 3 is located at the upper end of the hollow, to the west, and consists of a circular area terraced into the hillside, its western edge defined by a crescent of small stones (maximum diameter 0.4 metres). The stones form an incomplete circle, diameter approximately 4.3 metres, with a large stone (diameter 1.2 metres) located at the eastern edge of the terrace. 

Structure 4 is a circular feature located on the slight ridge which defines the southern boundary of the hollow. It is completely hidden by deep heather, but the stones that make up the wall can be traced. It is approximately 4 metres in diameter. Appearing to enclose this structure is a boundary wall (Structure 5) made from a number of large boulders set on edge, some with packing stones visible. Between the large boulders are smaller stones, but there are gaps where no stones can be traced. The wall runs to the south and west of Structure 4, and can be traced for some way to the east. 

Little can be assumed about these structures, whether they were occupied or functioned contemporaneously, what was their function, or details of their original form. Though they appear to be a unit this could be more to do with the fact that the hollow in and around which the structures are located offers shelter on an exposed hillside and has at various times been exploited as such, rather than that all were used at the same time. Structure 1 would appear to be the most recent, mainly due to its construction from stone. The important fact is that these structures indicate a human presence, probably as recently as 200 years ago, in this upland zone. Given the ephemeral nature of the remains it is quite possible that these are shieling structures connected with nearby settlements, possibly those indicated (though by this date abandoned) on the 1st Edition Ordnance Survey of 1875.

Figure 4: Measured sketch of Area 1
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Area 2 (see figure 5)

This area is, similarly to Area 1, distinctive because of the presence of bracken and coarse grass in an otherwise unbroken hillside of heather. It is again similar to Area 1 in its location on the south-east end of the hill and in being a hollow, though less pronounced. Three structures are visible within the area.

Structure 1 is a circular setting of large stones (maximum diameter 1.1 metres) on the north-east edge of the hollow. It measures 8 metres north/south by 7 metres east/west. There is no evidence for an entrance way and this structure does not resemble a prehistoric hut circle. Its appearance (and probably date) is similar to the structures described in Area 1.

Structure 2 is an extremely ephemeral, sub-rectangular mound in the centre of the hollow. Its maximum dimensions are approximately 4 metres in length by 2 metres in breadth.

Structure 3 is a wall of large stones (maximum diameter 1.3 metres) running down the length of the hollow. There is no evidence for other walls, which together would form an enclosure, but the shape of the hillside would suggest that this wall might close off a small natural bay.

Similarly to Area 1, little can be assumed about the structures here, their history or function. Again, the significance is in their presence here and their location, exploiting a natural hollow within the most sheltered area of hillside.

Area 3
Area 3 measures approximately 200 metres east/west by 80 metres north/south (longest axes). There are three structures or clusters of structures visible, representing at least two distinct periods in time. 

Structure 1 is a prehistoric hut circle measuring 10 metres in diameter and standing approximately 0.5 metres high. It is located on the edge of a natural terrace, with the ground dropping steeply to the south, then flattening out toward the burn (see figure 3). The entrance is in the south-east (138 degrees east of north). The structure is overgrown with deep heather and is likely to be partially buried in peat. No stones are visible within the wall.

Structure 2 is a field system comprising a total of at least 12 clearance cairns. The cairns define a roughly circular area, 60 metres in diameter, which forms the end of the same terrace on which the hut circle is located, approximately 120 metres to the west. The cairns are not substantial and are further hidden by deep heather and peat growth. They are regularly distributed across the area.

Structure 3 (see figure 6) is the dilapidated stone footings of a rectangular building, 10 metres in length by  3 metres in breadth. The wall line is obscure in places, but sufficiently clear in other places to identify this as a man-made structure. It is located in a pronounced hollow, which might have been artificially deepened, beneath the southern slope of the hill. The western edge of the structure lies against a steep bank, which looks very much as if it has been artificially cut. There is an internal division visible at the southern end of the structure. Similarly to Areas 1 and 2, the vegetation around this structure is mainly bracken surrounded by deep heather.

The prehistoric structures, the hut circle and the clearance cairns, are covered with deep heather, whereas the rectangular, stone-built structure (Structure 3) is surrounded by bracken. Though only a crude indicator, the vegetation type around the individual structures does divide them into two age groups; prehistoric covered with heather, and the more recent structure (probably post-AD 1500) surrounded by bracken.

Figure 5: Measured sketch plan of Area 2
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Figure 6: Measured sketch plan of Area 3, Structure 3
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Demarcation

The three areas were demarcated according to the guidelines published by the Forestry Commission "Forests and Archaeology: Guidelines", 1995, page 4. A buffer zone of approximately 20 metres from the outer edge of any discernible structure was marked out with yellow flags on poles. These buffer zones are marked on the 1:2500 plan, figure 3. Two areas of archaeological interest, separated by approximately 120 metres, were identified in Area 3, the prehistoric hut circle and the cluster of field clearance cairns. Because these structures are likely to be related they were included within the one area, in accordance with the Forest & Archaeology Guidelines, p.4 para. 3. It has been agreed with Fountain Forestry representatives that no planting will take place within the demarcated areas.

Conclusion

Eleven structures or clusters of structures were identified during the walk-over survey in an area where none were identified by the desk-based assessment. However, the desk-based assessment did indicate that the locality of Cnoc Leamhnachd is rich in archaeological sites, both prehistoric and historic. The evidence of past occupation within the WGS proposal area was concentrated toward the south-east corner of the hill, presumably seeking the protection of the hill from the cold northerly and north-westerly winds. However, it is also possible to suppose that, just as the eastern part of the hill is most accessible today given the present layout of tracks, so it may have been the case in the periods represented by the settlement evidence. This would be a particularly relevant point if the more recent structures represent evidence for the shieling system operating from the permanent settlements located to the east of Cnoc Leamhnachd. This is a specific hypothesis and would rely on detailed excavation to back it up. However, the general statements of settlement preferring southerly aspects, and settlement tending to cluster around major geographical features, such as the obvious communication route represented by Strath Brora, are more immediately obvious. Such statements back up patterns that have already been observed in the Highland area and are useful when attempting to predict where settlement evidence is likely to occur.

Locating the more recent structures was aided considerably by the presence of bracken in the immediate vicinity. Bracken is known to be a plant that colonises rapidly once an area cleared of heather, probably supporting grass, is abandoned. Once established the bracken is likely to thrive, but will not spread to the areas of established heather. This effectively demarcates the areas of past habitation, at least for more recent periods. 

To assign a function to these structures is difficult from the existing evidence. It is tempting to assume that the more recent structures represent the shieling system. The isolated, upland location, the small scale of the structures and their ephemeral appearance all back up this assumption. Is it therefore reasonable to assume that the prehistoric structures are also indicative of a similar system of transhumance operating in earlier periods? The main difference is that the prehistoric settlement evidence is accompanied by evidence for field systems, implying arable agriculture. The shieling system was primarily aimed at stock management, exploiting upland summer grazing for cattle, while effectively separating the livestock from the arable fields surrounding the permanent settlement, which would be under crop during the summer. To assume similar functions due to similar location would be to ignore a large number of complicating factors, including climatic change, changing ground conditions (soil depth and acidity, peat growth ), economic and social factors, which 

might be so complex as to make detailed analysis impossible. Archaeological excavation might go some way toward explaining the various functions of these structures, but funding restrictions make this unlikely.

Desk-based assessment and walk-over survey can provide sufficient knowledge of the archaeological significance of an area to allow the resource to be preserved. By adding to the corpus of information regarding the more remote areas of the Highlands our understanding of the general patterns of past land use is considerably enhanced. Where there is the potential for this resource to be damaged by a major change in current land use it is essential that archaeological assessment is carried out.

I would like to thank Andrew Stewart of Fountain Forestry for his assistance during this project.
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