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Summary 
 
An archaeological watching brief was conducted in March 2007 to establish the nature and extent of any 
archaeology likely to be affected by the underground laying of a high voltage electrical cable near 
Dornoch, Sutherland.  This was done in order to fulfil a requirement of the Highland Council.  Desk-
based background research was followed by an initial walkover survey and subsequent archaeological 
watching brief of one area of archaeological interest to be disturbed during cable installation.  Several pits 
were recorded including one possible post-hole.  There are no proposals for any follow-up work in this 
case 
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Location 
 
The cabling observations commenced approximately at Ordnance Survey National Grid Reference NH 
792 903, on the north-western outskirts of the town of Dornoch in Sutherland (see Figure 1).   
 

 
Figure 1  Site location 
 
 

 
Figure 2  Watching Brief Location 
Courtesy of  SSE1  
 

                                                      
1 Dornoch Primary S/S Security.  Scottish & Southern Energy PLC, 14/03/2007. 
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The specific watching brief location is outlined in blue on the contractors’ plans in Figure 2, above.  It 
was defined as an area of archaeological interest by the Highland Council’s Archaeology Unit (Brief 
No.UT405).  The actual trench locations did change slightly during the digging process. 
 
The cabling trench ran through arable fields that had been freshly ploughed one week before the start of 
digging.  Historical maps attest to a lengthy history of the use of the land for farming. 
 

Introduction and Planning Background 
 
An archaeological watching brief was conducted by Highland Archaeology Services at Dornoch, 
Sutherland from 13-15 March 2007 and on 29 March 2007 on behalf of Scottish and Southern Energy 
PLC to fulfil a planning requirement prior to installation of a high voltage electric cable.  Fieldwork was 
conducted by Mary Peteranna and John Wombell. 
 
The purpose of the work was to identify and record the nature and extent of any archaeological features 
affected by the development.  This report summarises the results. 
 
The programme consisted of a desk-based assessment, followed by a walkover survey and archaeological 
watching brief. 
 

Aims and objectives 
 

• To minimise any possible delay or cost to the development by anticipating archaeological 
requirements as far as possible, timetabling and integrating archaeological recording work with 
the project, and dealing with any issues arising quickly and efficiently. 

 
• To determine as far as possible the character, extent, condition, date and significance of any 

archaeologically significant remains; and to preserve these where possible and record where 
necessary in line with the Highland Council’s Structure Plan, NPPG 5  and PAN 42. 

 
• To ensure that any artefacts or human remains are dealt with in accordance with legal 

requirements and current Historic Scotland policy guidance. 
 

• To meet the requirements of the Highland Council Archaeology Unit brief for this project. 
 

 

Archaeological background and cultural significance 
 
Although no recorded sites lay directly in the path of the new cable trench, both field archaeology and 
documentary records indicate a long history of settlement in the south-eastern part of Sutherland. 
Neolithic chambered cairns and Bronze and Iron Age hut circles provide evidence of early settlement in 
the fertile plains and sheltered bays near and around the Dornoch Firth.  An exceptionally important 
group of Iron Age round houses within Camore Wood has been scheduled as of national importance 
(Scheduled Ancient Monument No. 5898). 
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Figure 3  First Edition OS 1:2500 map (1875) 
Not to scale 
 
 

 
Figure 4  2nd Edition OS 1:2500 map (1906) 
Not to scale 
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There is also a large collection of Pictish carvings in Dunrobin Museum in Golspie.  The carvings, 
collected from around Caithness and Sutherland, date to the mid to late 1st millennium AD.  In the 9th 
century the area became part of the earldom of Orkney2. 
 
The earliest historical documentation of the town of Dornoch indicates its establishment as a significant 
place in medieval ecclesiastical history.  In the early 13th century, Bishop Gilbert de Moray moved the 
seat of the Caithness diocese from Halkirk to Dornoch – marking a decisive shift in the geopolitical 
orientation of Caithness and Sutherland from Norway to Scotland.  Dornoch retained the bishopric until it 
was abandoned in the mid 1500s3, after which there was an apparent decline in activity in the town.   
 
The area subject to the watching brief was part of the town’s arable fields in 1975 and largely remains so, 
despite late 20th.c  housing developments north-east of Poles Road (See Figs 3 and 4 above).  These fields 
have however produced large numbers of metal detectorists finds, many of them now in Inverness 
Museum, which are no doubt the result of centuries of manuring by ‘night-soil’ carting (See Fig 5 below). 
 

Method 
 
The work was designed to meet the brief supplied by the Highland Council Archaeology Unit. 

Desk Based Assessment 
 
A check of all relevant archaeological / historical records, maps and aerial photographs was undertaken.  
An online check was made of the Statistical Accounts, National Library of Scotland Map collection, 
National Monuments Record and Highland Sites and Monuments Record (SMR).  The SMR was then 
checked for updates in the Council offices in Inverness, where the RAF 1947 aerial photographs were 
also examined.   Historic Ordnance Survey mapping was also checked (See Figs 3 and 4 above).   

Fieldwork 
 
1. An initial walkover survey and risk assessment was conducted on 12 March 2007.  Digital 

photographs were taken, and overhead power lines were noted as risks.  
 
2. In accordance with the planning requirement, a watching brief was conducted to monitor the 

approximate area (outlined in Figure 2) to be disturbed during development.  
 
3. A digital photographic record was made, and all photographs and an index are included with this 

report. 
 
4. No human remains were encountered and palaeo-environmental sampling was not undertaken. 
 

Results 
 

                                                      
2 Hook, Michael. A History of the Royal Burgh of Dornoch. Dornoch: Historylinks Museum, 2005. 
3 Simpson, W. Douglas.  The Ancient Stones of Scotland.  London : Robert Hale & Co, 1968. 
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Desk based Assessment 
 
Within the adjoining fields in the watching brief area, a Neolithic polished stone axe and microlith have 
been recorded, while metal detectorists have recovered and documented numerous archaeological finds, 
including metal objects and ornaments such as brooches, clasps and buckles ranging in date from the 
early 1st millennium to the medieval period.   
 
 

Highland SMR 
No. SITE NAME TYPE 

NH79SE0063 Achinchanter Microlith 

NH79SE0060 Small Bronze Animal 
Figurine, Dornoch Bronze Artefact, 

NH79SE0053 MD Finds, Dornoch Bronze Artefact, Brooch, Buckle, Iron Artefact, Lead 
Artefact, 

NH79SE0047 MD Finds, Balloan Copper Artefact, 

NH79SE0045 Stone Axe, Burghfield Axe, stone, 

NH79SE0043 MD Finds, Burghfield Belt-fastener, Bronze Artefact, Brooch, Buckle, Coin, 
Pin, Ring, Spindle Whorl, Strap-end, bronze, 

NH79SE0034 Trumpet Brooches, 
Achinchanter Brooch, Hoard, bronze 

Figure 5  Metal detecting finds from the watching brief area, as recorded on the Highland Sites and 
Monuments Record. 
 
In 1938, during deep-ploughing, a local farmer uncovered the remains of two stone burial cists and 
evidence of the remains of a burial cairn (Highland SMR No NH79SE0013) in the field to the east of this 
site at approximately NH 798 902.   However the location was lost, probably to deep ploughing, in the 
post-war years. 
 
No relevant information could be gleaned from the Statistical Accounts or post-War RAF aerial 
photographs. 
 

Fieldwork 
 
The power cable trench, two metres wide, commenced at NH 792 903, travelling from there roughly 
eastward to NH 797 903 and thereafter on a southeasterly route to end at approximately NH 798 900.  For 
the sake of this report, the trench will be referred to in sections, by Section 1, Section 2 and Section 3 (see 
Figure 6).  Sections 1 and 2 were dug during 13-15 March.  Section 1 is the western portion of the trench 
from NH 792 903 to the burn and Section 2 is the portion east of the burn running roughly north to south 
that was backfilled due to a change in location of the trench to that of Section 3.  After a delay of two 
weeks during which Section 2 was backfilled, Section 3 (also east of the burn and boundary fence), from 
NH 797 903 to NH 798 900, was evaluated on 29 March 2007.  The first 130 metres of Section 3 ran 
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southward closely along the trench dug in Section 2, and the last 40 metres ran east-southeastwardly over 
a ridge and through recently cleared gorse bushes to the substation.  

 
Figure 6  Trench Sections and features 

The topsoil, which had been ploughed a week prior to the start of the investigation, was cleared under 
archaeological supervision using a back-acting mechanical excavator with a straight-edged 2m-wide 
bucket.  The resultant trench was examined in detail by an archaeologist prior to cable installation. 
 
 

 
Figure 7  Trench Section 1, before excavations 
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The topsoil was a mid brown-grey silty soil with <5% loose gravel, and revealed well-scattered manuring 
of ceramic fragments over the area surrounding Sections 1 and 2 and the low-lying section (first 130m) of 
Section 3.  In general, due to the nature of the site—undulating fields with a small burn dividing the 
lowest point along a roughly north-south axis—the natural subsoil varied at intervals determined by its 
peaks and valleys.  Depths were taken along the trenches at intervals marked by the subsoil changes and 
noted in Appendix 2. 
 
Ten features were identified. 

Trench Section 1 
 
In Section 1, the subsoil in lower-lying areas of the site consisted of yellow sand while elevated areas 
were consistently red-brown gravel.  The formation of the landscape by glacial erosion/deposition 
probably attributes to the nature of the subsoil, with the raised hills of gravel resulting from glacial 
deposition.  Five features were identified in Section 1 (see Figure 6). 
 
Feature 1 was a probable posthole, over 0.5m in diameter.  Its excavation revealed five large packing 
stones and a fill of brown-grey silty soil.   One crumbled fragment of wood was recovered in the top layer 
of fill.   
 

 
Figure 5    Photos 8, 10 (montage): Feature 1 
Scales in 10cm divisions 
 
Feature 2 was not of archaeological interest.  It proved to be a modern cut for a utility trench with dark 
brown silty soil fill with a black plastic water connection pipe within the fill. 
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Feature 3 was an irregular-shaped pit 0.4m x 0.2m and 0.25m deep.  Its excavation revealed a scatter of 
charcoal within the fill.  It was considered to be a possible pit.  There was also a lens of ashy, burnt 
material in the profile of the trench less than a metre from this feature which may be associated with this 
feature although no direct link was seen. 
 

 
Figure 8  Feature 3 
Scale in 10cm divisions 
 
 

 
Figure 9  Feature 4 
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Feature 4  was another irregular-shaped pit, 1.0m wide and 0.3m deep.  There was considerable ash and 
charcoal fragments scattered through the fill, along with numerous charred stones 3-5cm in length.  It is 
presumed to be the remains of a temporary hearth, though no finds were identified amongst the fill.   
 
Feature 8  was a pit 0.3m by 0.4m and 0.4m deep, narrowing at the bottom.  Its excavation showed only 
small gravel scattered through the fill, minor charcoal fragments and remnants of dried grass in the upper 
half of the fill.  There appeared to be no dating evidence.  It is noted as a pit of unknown use, though quite 
convincingly archaeological in its appearance.  (See Fig 10 below) 
 

 
Figure 10  Photos 49,  50 (montage): Feature 8 

 

 
Figure 11  Feature 5 
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Trench Section 2 
 
In Trench Section 2, the trench was about 2.0m elevated above the burn in the lowest lying area of the 
site.  Here, the subsoil was mostly orange-brown gravel and some patches of blue clay.  Three features 
were identified in this section. 
 
Features 5, 6 and 7 were all confirmed to be field drains (See Fig 11 above). 
 

Trench Section 3 
 
In Trench Section 3 the first approx. 130m ran roughly north-south, close to the burn along the lowest-
lying area of the ploughed fields.  This stretch was situated lower in elevation than, and almost parallel to 
the trench in Section 2.  The northern half of this part ran through deeper topsoil, where several tile and 
stone drains had been broken by the machine and the trench was lying in water; but where visible, the 
subsoil consisted of alternating bands of gravel and blue clay.  
 
The last, eastward stretch of Trench Section 3 rose steeply through the ploughed field over a ridge and 
ends at the substation in an area recently cleared of gorse.  Here, the topsoil thinned significantly to reveal 
hard packed orange gravel subsoil.  Within the surrounding ploughed soil no finds were visible on the 
surface: perhaps the present field boundary is modern and this area of the field has had quite different 
uses in the past.  
 
Two features were uncovered in Section 3.  Between points ‘A’ and ‘B’, two small patches of black 
material were initially identified (Figure 12).  The digger was then recalled to investigate 10cm further to 
a depth of 1.2m between points ‘A’ and ‘B’.   
 
 

 
Figure 12  Montage showing black patches between 'A' and 'B' 
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Feature 9  was a field drain cut running through the trench at point A.  Though the drain itself could not 
be seen clearly, the neighbouring householder pointed out the outfall of a 100mm land drain close to the 
corner of his wall. 
 
Feature 10 was an anomalous hole of possible archaeological interest that appeared in connection with 
the two small patches of black material between points ‘A’ and ‘B’ (south of Feature 9).  After this 
deepened area was cleaned by hand, the south trench profile revealed that the fill of this cut was entirely 
mixed and re-deposited topsoil and subsoil with a scattering of small pockets of black soil.  The north 
trench profile revealed a thin layer of black deposit, shaped like a shallow bowl c 3.5m across with 
slightly larger pockets of black material on either side and at the bottom.  Feature 9 post-dated the 
infilling of this pit. 
 
Lastly, there was a large heap of clearance stones by the east end of Trench Section 3.  Within this pile, a 
large block of yellow sandstone stood out as possibly having been worked.  This stone was turned round 
out of curiosity and revealed an almost certainly man-made bowl (see Figure 13).  The stone appeared to 
have had one side broken off at some time and the surface of the bowl was rough to the touch.  It is likely 
to be either a (very rough) quernstone or the base for a rotating doorpost. 
 

 
Figure 13  Worked stone 

 
 
 
Discussion and conclusions 
 
No clear links could be established between the features found as observations were limited to the 2m 
wide cable trench, and no dating evidence could be found.  However, although Features 8 and 1 occur 
over 20m apart in the western end of Trench Section 1, both are located in the highest part of the 
landscape and lie on a fairly flat plateau.  Feature 1 is quite convincing in appearance and structure as a 
posthole, and there may well be further buried archaeological features nearby that could be uncovered if 
future investigations were to take place on the site.   
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Features 3 and 4 also point toward the presence of human activity in this area, although Feature 3 is less 
convincing than Feature 4.  The size of Feature 4, and the amount of charcoal and charred stones suggest 
an intentional deposit or possibly a hearth.  The size and depth of Feature 3 is less convincing as an 
intentional deposit, and the lens of charcoal/ash in the trench profile nearby seems to suggest these were 
perhaps scatterings from a larger deposit, possibly from Feature 4 since the two features are within 3m of 
each other. 
 
Feature 10 remains inconclusive.  It could have been a clay extraction pit in which gorse bushes had been 
burnt, the land later being reclaimed by filling the pit and levelling around it.  But there were no finds 
recovered either in the trench or in the spoil, nor was it possible to completely excavate the feature owing 
to health and safety constraints at this point as the trench depth exceeded 1.2m.   
 
The probable worked sandstone bowl found by the south-eastern corner of the site is of archaeological 
interest, though removed from its original context. 
 

Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
The watching brief uncovered evidence of human activity on the site.  Interpretation is hampered by the 
limited trench area, but we believe there is a high probability that further archaeological remains may 
exist nearby which should be taken into account if future development were to take place in the area. 
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Appendix 1 : Table of Features 
 
 

Feature Type Dimensions 
(cm) 

Description 

1 Pit 55 x 60 
Depth = 40 

Probable posthole that narrows slightly at bottom: 5 large 
probable packing stones are within the fill of brown-great rich 

silty soil cut into red-grey gravelly sand; one small charred 
fragment of wood found in top half of fill but no charcoal 

fragments 
2 Linear 490 x 45 Linear cut perpendicular to trench;  brown-grey silty soil and 

yellow sand mixed in with narrow black plastic water 
connection pipe the length of trench 

3 Pit 40 x 20 
Depth = 25 

Irregular shaped pit cut into red-grey gravelly sand; with mid 
brown silty soil fill with 5-10% gravel <1cm within; scatter of 
charcoal in the fill; possible pit, located near burnt deposit in 

trench profile 
4 Pit 100 x 90, 100 

x 65 
Depth = 30 

Irregular-shaped pit, possible hearth; Burnt deposits visible on 
surface and scattered through dark brown-grey sandy silt fill 

with charred stones 3-5cm long 
5 Linear 200 x 20 Field drain perpendicular to trench with brown sandy silt fill 

with orange clay drainage pipe 
6 Linear 220 x 80 Field drain roughly perpendicular to trench, full of small round 

stones, 2-4cm 
7 Linear 200 x 50 Field drain perpendicular to trench, with brown sandy silt fill 

and 60% large round stones, 8-10cm 
8 Pit 30 x 40 

Depth = 40 
Possible pit/posthole cut into half yellow sand, half red-brown 

gravelly sand; Fill is brown-grey silty soil with <5% gravel 
<1cm; very small amount of charcoal frags and some remnants 

of dried grass in top half of fill; narrows at the bottom 
9 Cut 80 x 200 Cut for drain perpendicular to trench; fill is brown-grey 

silty soil 
10 Cut 200 x 350 

D = >120 
Anomalous hole with fill of mixed redeposited topsoil 
and subsoil and patches of black material throughout; 

layer of black material deposited below 
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Appendix 2 : Depth of trenches 

 

 

 

Point Depth (cm) 
D1 50 
D2 30 
D3 35 
D4 50 
D5 115 
D6 55 
D7 40 
D8 20 
D9 50 
D10 75 
D11 55 
D12 45 
D13 85 
D14 150 
D15 55 
D16 30 
D17 50 
D18 75 
D19 110 
D20 75 
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Appendix 3 : Index of Photographs 
 
A full set of photographs is included on the accompanying CDROM.  Camera locations and direction of 
shot are indicated on the plan below. 
 
 

Photo 
No. 

Camera 
Location 

Direction 
Facing Notes Taken by Date 

1 CP1 NE South entrance to site from road, prior to digging M Peteranna 13/03/2007 
2 CP1 NE South end of trench site, prior to digging M Peteranna 13/03/2007 
3 CP3 ENE Central area of trench site, prior to digging M Peteranna 13/03/2007 
4 CP7 NNE Central area of trench site, prior to digging M Peteranna 13/03/2007 
5 CP8 NNE Central area of trench site, prior to digging M Peteranna 13/03/2007 
6 CP8 WNW Central area of trench site, prior to digging M Peteranna 13/03/2007 
7 CP1 SW South end of trench M Peteranna 14/03/2007 
8 - - Feature 1 - Probable posthole M Peteranna 14/03/2007 
9 - - Feature 1 - Probable posthole M Peteranna 14/03/2007 
10 - - Feature 1 - Probable posthole, half sectioned M Peteranna 14/03/2007 
11 - - Feature 1 - Probable posthole, half sectioned M Peteranna 14/03/2007 
12 - - Feature 1- Probable posthole, excavated M Peteranna 14/03/2007 
13 - - Feature 1- Probable posthole, excavated M Peteranna 14/03/2007 
14 - NE Feature 1- Probable posthole, excavated M Peteranna 14/03/2007 
15 - NE Feature 2 - Water connection trench M Peteranna 14/03/2007 

16 - - 
Black, ashy deposit - East side of trench above Feature 
3 M Peteranna 14/03/2007 

17 - - Feature 3 - Irregular deposit/pit M Peteranna 14/03/2007 
18 - - Feature 3 - Post-excavation M Peteranna 14/03/2007 
19 - - Feature 4 - Large, subcircular pit M Peteranna 14/03/2007 
20 - - Feature 4 - Large, subcircular pit M Peteranna 14/03/2007 
21 - - Feature 4 - Large, subcircular pit, half sectioned M Peteranna 14/03/2007 
22 - - Feature 4 - Large, subcircular pit, half sectioned M Peteranna 14/03/2007 
23 - ENE Feature 4 - Large, subcircular pit, half sectioned M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
24 - - Feature 4 - Profile view of section M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
25 CP18 NW Northern field, during excavation of trench M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
26 CP18 NW Northern field, during excavation of trench M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
27 - - Feature 5, Field drain M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
28 - - Feature 6, Field drain M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
29 - - Feature 7, Field drain M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
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Photo 
No. 

Camera 
Location 

Direction 
Facing Notes Taken by Date 

30 CP2 NE View over trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
31 CP3 ENE View over Section 1 of trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
32 CP3 ENE View over Section 1 of trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
33 CP4 E View over trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
34 CP5 E View over trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
35 CP6 E View over trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
36 CP7 E View over trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
37 CP8 E View over trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
38 CP9 E View over trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
39 CP10 E View over trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
40 CP10 E View over trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
41 CP11 SSE View over Section 2 of trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
42 CP11 SE View over Section 2 of trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
43 CP12 SSE View over Section 2 of trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
44 CP13 SSE View over Section 2 of trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
45 CP14 SSE View over Section 2 of trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
46 CP15 SSE View over trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
47 CP16 SE View over trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
48 CP17 NW View over Section 2 of trench, post excavation M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
49 - - Feature 8, possible posthole/pit M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
50 - - Feature 8, possible posthole/pit, half sectioned M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
51 - - Feature 8, possible posthole/pit, excavated M Peteranna 15/03/2007 
52 CP19 N Feature 10, black patch indicating possible feature J Wombell 29/03/2007 
53 CP19 NE Feature 10, black patch indicating possible feature J Wombell 29/03/2007 

54 CP19 NE 
Feature 10, south trench profile mixed fill after 
deepening J Wombell 29/03/2007 

55 CP19 NE 
Feature 10, south trench profile mixed fill after 
deepening J Wombell 29/03/2007 

56 CP20 W View over trench, post excavation J Wombell 29/03/2007 
57 CP21 N View over Section 3 of trench, post excavation J Wombell 29/03/2007 
58 CP19 NE Feature 9, cut for trench J Wombell 29/03/2007 
59 CP20 E View over trench, post excavation J Wombell 29/03/2007 
60 - - Yellow sandstone shaped bowl J Wombell 29/03/2007 
61 - - Yellow sandstone shaped bowl J Wombell 29/03/2007 
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Figure 14 Camera locations 


