Rosal: a Deserted Township in Strath Naver,
Sutherland

by Horace Fairhurst

INVESTIGATIONS AT ROSAL

In the preparation of the new Ordnance Survey 6-in. map of the Highlands, a problem
unique in Britain arises in connection with the ruins of the numerous settlements deserted during
the depopulation of the last hundred and fifty years. They are not ‘antiquities’ in the normal
sense but clearly are a characteristic feature of the Highlands which should be recorded ; they were
rather casually included on the old 6-in. map of the middle of last century. In Sutherland, the
notorious evictions of 1806-20 add particular interest to these ruined settlements.

While working in northern Scotland as archaeology officer for the Ordnance Survey, Mr
A. L. F. Rivet was forcibly struck by the character of a number of these sites in upper Strath Naver
which were located on land intended for ploughing and planting by the Forestry Commission. In
some cases the depopulated townships have largely escaped interference since the time of the
evictions and have preserved in a remarkable way evidence for a study of the folk life of the period.
In particular the township of Rosal® (NC 690415) appeared to have exceptional possibilities and
called for immediate consideration as it was to be ploughed and planted in the near future; an
Iron Age souterrain occurred in the middle of the site, indicating occupation from a remote period.
Consultation with the Forestry Commission resulted in a postponement of planting on the area of
the old arable lands and the ruined dwellings until a detailed survey could be made.

Meanwhile, the writer had been directing investigations on a deserted settlement of much the
same period at Lix near Killin in west Perthshire. An invitation from the Inspectorate of Ancient
Monuments to make a study of Rosal was accepted largely because of the possibilities of Rosal
itself but also because there would be opportunity of comparison with the Perthshire evidence.
The project was financed jointly by the Ministry of Works and the Court of the University of
Glasgow. The Ordnance Survey provided base plans specially enlarged from the plots for the
new 6-in. map: the Forestry Commission gave every facility including the use of a hut on the site.
Two colleagues from the University assisted in the work, Mr Gordon Petrie with the survey and
Dr John Corcoran in the excavation of the souterrain. Students, mainly from the University
Archaeology and Geography Departments, provided the labour force and during the period
16th June to 7th July 1962, about sixteen of us worked on the site in dull and windy but dry
weather.

The preparation of the following report has involved consideration of evidence from ground
survey, excavation and documents. The task of welding together this diverse and sometimes very
incomplete information has been a task of some complexity; the thorny problem of the authenticity

1 O.S. 1-in. (7th Series) Sheet 10, Tongue. The new
O.S. 6-in. Sheets NC 63 NE, 63 SE, 64 SE, 73 NW,
73 SW, 74 SW.




136 | PROCEEDINGS OF THE SOCIETY 1967-8

of some widely current statements on the Sutherland Clearances has had to be considered. The
final form of the report reflects the varied nature of the material and, inevitably, the limits of one’s
competence.

THE SITE AND SITUATION OF ROSAL: GENERAL SURVEY

Northern Sutherland for the most part consists of a wide irregular plateau, rarely rising
much above 800 ft. O.D. and taking the form of an extensive peaty moorland interspersed with
shallow lochs and rocky rounded hills. Above the general plateau surface, there arise at intervals,
the great mountain masses such as Klibreck, Ben Hope and Ben Loyal, to heights of 2,000-3,000

Fi1G. 1. The position of Rosal

ft. The straths are not usually incised to any great depth and upper Strath Naver is a rather
shallow, gentle-sided valley, much in contrast with the great glens which are characteristic of the
Central Highlands and the West (Pl 10a).

The old township of Rosal lies about fourteen miles up Strath Naver from the coast at
Bettyhill, on the E. side of the river (figs. 1 and 2). Itis in the angle between the road S. towards
Altnaharra and Lairg, and that which branches off to the SE. at Syre bridge towards the Strath of
Kildonan and Helmsdale. The name is not marked on the O.S. 1-in. sheet but the outline of the
old settlement area was shown on the first 6-in. sheet (Sutherland, sheet XLIV NE.) together with
a very small number of the ruined buildings; on the new 6-in. sheet (NC 64 SE 1961) a much
more adequate representation of the site has been made.

From the narrow haughs along the river which are only about 200 ft. above sea-level, the
ground slopes up rather sharply in a rocky terrace about 100ft. high, and then, beyond this shoulder
lie the arable lands of the old township in a wide stretch of smoothly rolling grassland which
rises in the extreme SE. to 440 ft. (P1. 10b). Still further away from the river, the land continues
to rise irregularly to the water parting with the Helmsdale River which flows down to the Strath of
Kildonan. Beinn Rosail (851 ft. O.D.) is one of the highest points on this ridge which used to be
called the Heights of Strath Naver.

The old settlement of Rosal was separated from the rough grazings and moor around by a
dry-built stone wall which can be traced most of the way round the eighty acres or so of ground
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which had once been included. This ‘ring-dyke’ corresponds to the ‘head-dyke’ which is a con-
tinuous feature along the edge of the moorland in many parts of Scotland. In Upper Strath
Naver, however, the arable land was not continuous along the valley and together with other
settlements of the same date, Rosal must have appeared like an isolated island of cultivation in a
wide expanse of moor. At the present time, the contrast between the smooth, green area within the
ring-dyke and the rough moorland outside has been heightened by the plough of the Forestry
Commission which has torn great furrows in the coarse grass and heather; the young conifers will
soon transform the setting of the old township. By no means all the land within the ring-dyke had,
however, been improved for cultivation and at least one-third of the area is rough and covered
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FI1G. 3. The plan of Rosal
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with heather. Over the other two-thirds, including the plough rigs themselves (Pl. 11a), the
underlying Boulder Clay had been picked comparatively clean of boulders which had either been
utilised in the old dry-stone walling, or had been piled in clearance cairns, some of which were of
great size. In places, isolated patches of peat bog occurred between the better drained ground.

One of the remarkable characteristics is the amount of good grassland which occurs after a
century and a half of neglect. Mr J. C. C. Romans who came from the Macaulay Institute at
Aberdeen to examine the soils while we were investigating, and whose findings are discussed later,
emphasised the relatively high fertility which was difficult to explain in terms of the farming
practices of the pre-Eviction period. Only rarely, too, had the heather colonised the old plough
lands, though here and there bracken had spread on the drier slopes. Down by the river, most of
the ground was very rough fluvio-glacial material and had not been brought within the ring-dyke.
Although the land is nowhere at any great elevation above sea-level, there is very little shelter from:
the wind, and in the mild, damp climate of this part of Sutherland, peat formation has occurred on
most level or gently sloping ground. The Rosal lands must have represented an exceptionally
large extent of arable in a region where settlement even at its maximum was always discontinuous.

Within the ‘ring-dyke’ the outlines of over a dozen long dwelling-houses can readily be
traced, together with the associated barns, outhouses, yards and corn-drying kilns which made up
the characteristic loosely clustered settlement of the eighteenth century (fig. 3and Pls. 10aand 11b).2
The ruined buildings were markedly peripheral in their distribution within the township, and no
explanation is readily apparent in terms of slope or drainage for this arrangement.

CONTINUITY OF SETTLEMENT FROM THE PREHISTORIC PERIOD

In Sutherland it is often possible to find evidence of settlement over a long period of time
within some small pocket of attractive land, and Rosal is no exception.

An indication of an early occupation may occur in the SW. part of area of the area enclosed
by the ring-dyke, where a rounded heap of stones stands on the summit of the highest hillock
(690413). The new O.S. 6-in. map (Sheet NC 64 SE) singles it out as a ‘cairn’, presumably because
the site and form suggest a Bronze Age burial cairn rather than one of the numerous clearance
heaps which occur nearby.

On another hillock near the centre of the old arable lands, there is an Iron Age souterrain:
which was discovered some years ago by two amateurs who partially cleared it. Under Dr
Corcoran,? the whole passage was excavated and proved to be some 42 ft. long by 2 ft. 6 in. wide
by 4 ft. 6 in. high. The structure had been lintelled with stone slabs just below turf-level, but at
some stage had been filled in with earth and stone. Excavation around the upper end revealed
what may have been the traces of a roughly circular hut and further to the SW. there was a curious
curving bank possibly forming part of some larger enclosure.

There are other indications of settlement in relatively ancient times. Within a space of two
or three hundred yards outside the ring-dyke there are the sites of three or four hut-circles each
some 30 to 40 ft. in diameter and formed by a low bank of earth and boulders (O.S. 6-in. map
NC 64 SE). Another group of seven or eight occurs about a quarter of a mile to the south. All
had largely been destroyed by recent ploughing and planting operations, though Mr Ian Crawford
succeeded in finding a fragment of soft brown pottery in a carbonised deposit near the centre of
one immediately SW. of Rosal. Yet another group may still be seen to the N. on the side of the

1 Excelleﬁt air photographs are available in 106 (G)/ 2 Dr Corcoran’s report appears separately on p. 114,
Scot/UK 76, Nos. 8188-9 or CPE/Scot/UK 181, :
2071-2.
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road from Syre towards Kildonan, about a mile away. To the S. in the direction of Truderscaig
and Dalharrold, there are other examples (Sheets NC 63 NE and NC 73 NW).

Such groups of hut-circles are a very characteristic feature of the moorlands of eastern
and northern Sutherland, and are almost always accompanied by ancient clearance cairns
indicating cultivation at the same period. The cairns were often plotted on the old 6-in. map as
‘tumuli’ as at Rosal; on the new 6-in. map, the ambiguous term ‘Enclosure’ has been used for the
larger hut-circles and the exceedingly numerous cairns detected in the survey, have perforce been
omitted. There was no time to excavate any of these sites during our investigations in 1961, and in
any case, the destruction had been relatively complete in the examples close to the ring-dyke.
Subsequently, however, the writer has been able to examine a small cluster of similar circles, with
their associated cairns and well defined cultivation plots at Kilphedir in the Strath of Kildonan
(O.S. Tth series, Sheet 15, Helmsdale, NC 990193). It would appear that each circle consisted of a
low, thick stone wall; the conical roof was supported internally by an inner ring of posts. It is
possible that the structures go back to a very late phase in the Bronze Age, but an Early Iron Age
date is probable.

While some form of occupation at this period can be envisaged for Rosal, it must be em-
phasised that the circles and associated clearance cairns in Sutherland generally show a much
wider and far more diffuse distribution than the buildings of the townships dating to the eighteenth
century. No continuity of settlement can be postulated and the origin of the townships in general
remains a most obscure problem.

CONTINUITY OF SETTLEMENT FROM THE MEDIEVAL PERIOD

The place-name prolongs this state of uncertainty into a later period. According to a
private communication from Miss Bridget Gordon,* Rosal is a Norse name with (anglicised)
Gaelic spelling and with a Gaelic genitive form (e.g. in Ben Rosail). She thinks that it may be
derived from Argssa voll (accusative singular) meaning ‘horses’ field”. The early spellings quoted
in Origines Parochiales Scotiae,® ‘Rossewall’ 1269, ‘Rosewall’ 1525, ‘Rossewall’ 1542, ‘Rosswall’
1525, ‘Rosswall’ 1570 and ‘Rosewall’ 1601, are consistent with this interpretation and show
regular development of the Norse sounds to the Gaelic. The Norse vpllr, pl. vellir, does not neces-
sarily mean an enclosed field but rather a piece of cleared land perhaps isolated from the main
farm-buildings.

The earliest documentary reference to Rosal goes back to 1269 and occurs in a grant by
the Bishop of Moray of various lands in Strath Naver to Sir Reginald de Chen and to his wife
Mary, daughter of the deceased Friskyn of Moray through whom these lands were claimed. Be-
sides Rosal, the charter also refers to Achenedes (Achness or Achadh an Eas on the O.S. map),
Langewal (Langdale) and Clibry (Klibreck),* of which the last two are Norse, according to Miss
Gordon. There is no certainty, from a mere mention of ‘the lands of Rosal’, that a permanently
inhabited settlement is involved, but it is inherently probable that all four townships had come into
being at this period; thereafter, they continue to be referred to regularly in the documentary record.

Using the dates quoted in Origines Parochiales Scotiae, the next two names to be mentioned
for Strath Naver are Invernaver and Carynnes (Carnochy) in 1401; Rhinovie and Farr occur in

1 Personal communication from Miss Gordon, English 3 Registrum Episcopatus Moraviensis (Bannatyne
Language Department, Glasgow University, who is Club, Edinburgh 1837), 139, No. 126.
making a study of the Norse element in Scottish * Origines Parochiales Scotiae, Vol. 2 (2), 715.

place-names. .
2 Origines Parochiales Scotiae (Bannatyne Club,
Edinburgh, 1855), Vol. 2 (2), 715.






