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INTRODUCTION
This report describes the results of an archaeological watching brief undertaken during the removal of maritime club rush from an area within the wildlife centre at Craig Braes on the S side of the Montrose Basin. The watching brief was commissioned by the Montrose Basin Wildlife Trust who instigated the investigation on the recommendation of Angus Council’s archaeological advisors, the Archaeology Service of Aberdeenshire Council. It was carried out by John Lewis of Scotia Archaeology on 9th September 2008.

THE SITE
The site was centred on NO 7020 5659, towards the E end of a flat promontory on the S side of the basin. There are believed to have been saltworks on the S side of the basin since the 12th century and, on the evidence of a map of 1815, the industry continued there until the early 19th century. The remains of a mortar-bonded rubble masonry dyke, probably associated with the saltworks, stand between the edge of the promontory and the tidal basin.
No structural remains of the saltworks itself are visible above ground but the outlines of what were probably bucket pots could be traced on the promontory. These were evident as rectilinear, waterlogged areas containing the maritime club rush, separated by drier areas covered in rough grass and other low-lying plants. The panhouses and ancillary structures such as girnels (storehouses) and settling ponds would have been on higher ground to the S or E of the promontory. During the later days of the industry there were probably also trackways and perhaps a pumping system to elevate the seawater whereas in pre-industrial times the water would have been carried in buckets from the tidal pots to the panhouses.
THE WATCHING BRIEF
The Trust’s objective was to remove maritime club rush from some of the bucket pots in order to re-establish areas of clear water and increase the range of birds visiting the site. This was to be achieved by excavating sufficient materials (150mm in depth) to ensure the removal of the plant’s root system while not altering any water courses or removing large quantities of soil.

It was thought likely that, if the bucket pots were timber-lined, the linings could be damaged during the removal of the weeds. As a consequence, a watching brief was maintained at an early stage of the operation to determine whether any such features of archaeological significance survived and, if they did, to record their presence and nature.

Using a toothless ditching bucket attached to a mechanical excavator, three trenches were opened across the most clearly defined of the pots which measured approximately 70m N/S by 9m wide.  The trenches were each 10-12m in length to ensure that any timber lining surviving along their edges would be exposed. Weeds and up to 0.4m of silt was removed, only for the trenches to fill up immediately with water, giving a very short window of opportunity to observe the excavated findings.
Trench 1 was 3m wide and located towards the N end of the bucket pot, at NO 70118 56580; Trench 2, also 3m wide, was central to the pot, at NO 70127 56564; while Trench 3 was 2m wide and located at the S end of the pot, at NO 70131 56534.
No trace of any features of significance was uncovered during the excavation, not even the ghostings of timbers set into the edges of the bucket pot. The silt exposed in the three trenches was mostly pale buff in colour with lenses of blue-grey material and very occasional small pebbles.
CONCLUSIONS
Although no trace of timber lining was found, it should be noted that the area suffers from periodic flooding and drying and that organic materials can decay quite rapidly in such conditions. Only a few weeks prior to the investigation the site had been very dry (pers comm Neil Mitchell, Montrose Basin ranger) whereas heavy rain during August and early September 2008 left much of the area waterlogged from water running off the higher ground to the S.
While their timber linings might have decayed at Montrose, it is also possible that the bucket pots were not lined. The tidal water collecting in the pots would have contained considerable amounts of silt and it is possible that the salt-makers decided that lining the pots would not have improved the situation to any appreciable degree. Furthermore, the water would have been allowed to settle in settling ponds behind the panhouses, giving time for the silt to deposit out before the pans were filled.
In summary, the evidence is inconclusive but it is thought unlikely that extending the scope of the project would result in any further information being gathered, particularly in the wet conditions prevalent at the time of this investigation.
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The site viewed from W.
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