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Land to the NE of Seaview, Auckengill, Wick: Erection of house and associated 
works 
 
Planning Ref no. 09/00028/REMCA 
 
Archaeological Watching Brief 

 
 

 
 

Site summary Rural site 

Site location (NGR) 337273 963916 

 

Total area of construction Erection of house, installation of foul drainage treatment 
plant and 50m of rumbling drain, upgrade vehicular access 

Work required Archaeological Watching Brief 

Area of monitoring required All ground breaking work. 

 
 
 
1.0 Background 
 
This evaluation covers a proposed new dwelling and associated works within the 
crofting township of Auckengill north of Wick. It has been carried out in accordance 
with a brief for archaeological work produced by the Archaeology Unit of the 
Department of Planning and Development at Highland Council, as a condition of the 
granting of planning consent for the present development. 
 
This area is considered to be sensitive: prehistoric remains lie in the surrounding area.  
There is a potential for buried features to survive within the application site and to be 
impacted by the proposed development. 
 
An archaeological watching brief is needed at this site because there is a potential for 
associated finds or features of interest to be discovered during site works.  A watching 
brief enables any discoveries to be recorded quickly and efficiently as they appear 
with minimum delay or disruption to the development.  
 
 
2.0 Method 
 
The evaluation consists of the following elements: 
 

a. Desk-based assessment: A check of all relevant archaeological and historical 
databases, records, historic maps and aerial photographs will be undertaken, to 
build up a picture of previous settlement, land use and historical events which 
will allow a more accurate prediction of areas of particular archaeological or 
historical sensitivity 



 3

b. Watching Brief. Monitoring of all ground-breaking work by the 
archaeological contractor. After topsoil stripping, any archaeological features 
revealed are fully investigated and recorded. The results at this stage inform 
the advisability of continued monitoring during excavation of foundation 
trenches. 
 

 
 
3.0 Archaeological Background 
 
The coastline between Wick and Freswick contains a number of important 
archaeological sites, including prehistoric burials, cairns and standing stones 
reflecting a Neolithic or Bronze age ritual or funerary landscape, and several brochs 
and later castles as well as evidence for domestic settlement, notably  dating to the 
Norse period at Freswick. 
 
 
3.1 Sites with Statutory Protection 
There are no Scheduled Monuments, Listed buildings or Designed Landscapes 
adjacent to the proposed development or which would be considered to suffer an 
adverse visual impact from the development. 
 
 
3.2 Recorded archaeological sites 
 
The following previously recorded archaeological sites are in the immediate vicinity 
of the proposed development area: 
 

• Sgarbach Chambered Long Cairn at ND 3731 6393 
      HER ref.  MHG203 
      Recorded as being 61m in length and aligned NNE-SSW. This is 

indicated as ‘long cairn’ on modern mapping and lies to the east of the 
proposed development by 100m 

                        Visible as a low rise with no differentiation in vegetation, the highest 
point being  at the SW end, where the turf has recently been pulled 
back to reveal a stone slab, not necessarily in situ but possibly a lintel 
to the chamber (Photos 1, 2) 

• Gindi Geos Standing Stone at ND 3730 6386 
      HER ref. MHG2360 
      Recorded as only the base, the rest having been broken off around 

1860, consisting of a schist block measuring 4-5ft in width and 9 ins in 
thickness. This is indicated as Standing Stone on modern mapping and 
lies to the ESE of the development by 125m 

      A fairly recent trench has been dug to reveal the remaining section of 
this stone, broken off at ground level (Photo no. 3)  

• Sgarbach, cairn (probable) at ND 3730 6388 
      HER ref. MHG202 

Recorded as a circular grass-covered mound 7.5m in diameter and 
0.4m in height, recorded on modern mapping as ‘cairn and located 
ESE of the development by 100m. 
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Visible as a low circular rise, as described above (Photo no. 4) 
• Milltown, croft at ND 3725 6394 
      HER ref. MHG201 

Recorded as one of ‘Nicolson’s cottages’, a typical crofthouse and 
garden enclosure, this is recorded on the 1st edition OS map but not on 
modern mapping. 
The site of the croft house is overgrown but stone walling can be 
discerned at the west end of the rectangular footprint.  (Photo no. 5, 6) 

 
The first three sites, all probably dating to the Neolithic period, would appear to be 
evidence for a ritual landscape occupying the clifftop area According to local 
tradition, there used to be other standing stones in the group. 150m to the SE, on a 
small headland, there is also an Iron Age defensive site, one of many along this 
section of coastline. Domestic sites and field systems contemporary with these 
monuments are likely to be nearby. 

 
 
3.3 Cartographic Evidence 

 
The 1st edition 6” map shows the development area as an enclosed, improved field 
with a roofed building in the NW corner. This building is aligned NW-SE with the 
line of the field boundaries and straddles the boundary between this field and the one 
immediately to the west. The area of ground between this field and the coastline is 
shown as unimproved and unenclosed. None of the recorded archaeological features 
are shown. 
 

                     
                      Fig 1. 1st edition Ordnance Survey map, with development area in red 
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The 1:25000 Pathfinder map, revised in 1978, again shows none of the prehistoric 
features but indicates a ruin and a well, draining south, on the west boundary of the 
development area. 
 
 
3.4 Previous Archaeological Work 

 
In 2002 a watching brief was carried out on ground breaking work associated with the 
new build house to the north of the present development by 100m. (C. Dagg 2002) 
The ground here proved to be very deep peat. No archaeological structures or deposits 
were noted. The depth of peat is likely to explain why this area was not enclosed and 
improved. 
 
 
 
4.0 Site Description 
 
The former field is no longer enclosed and the vegetation has reverted to the same 
heathland mix of heather, moss, rushes and bog cotton as the rest of the coastal strip 
between Sgarbach and Milltown haven. The exception is the area of the former 
crofthouse, which is marked by lush grass, umbellifers and horse tails. 
 
The ground rises almost imperceptibly towards the cliff edge. This slightly higher, 
better drained ground contains the prehistoric monuments and may have been isolated 
by standing water before the build up of peat.  
 
The area is bounded to the south by a deep ditch and trackway (Photo no. 7) giving 
access from the crofts to the cliff edge, to the north by the remains of a post and wire 
fence and to the west by a ditch which now forms the east boundary of the worked 
croft land. This ditch presumably carries water from the well or spring shown on the 
1978 map. 
 
A slightly raised rectangular area, aligned NW-SE and 20m in width,  is located SE of 
the crofthouse site. This appears to correspond to improved ground indicated on the 
1st edition OS map. This area contains more heather and is crossed by a linear 
depression, containing rushes, which may be a former drain. This is in the location of 
the present house site. (Photo no. 8, 9) 
 
 
5.0 The Watching Brief 
 
This was carried out on 10.6.09 in dry, sunny and cloudy weather conditions. 
 

5.1  Stratigraphy 
 

1. Topsoil: peaty, fibrous brown soil on average 150-200mm in depth. Less 
peaty on the rectangular raised are, indicative of worked, improved 
ground. Containing a number of medium-sized cobbles around 100mm in 
diameter at the interface between topsoil and subsoil. Minor variations in 
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substance and depth associated with 19th century cultivation plot (Feature 
no. 3) 

2. Subsoil: clay, generally orange-yellow but with blue patches, apparently 
random. Large slabs of Caithness sandstone, lying horizontally, were 
originally taken to be bedrock but upon investigation were found to be 
embedded in the subsoil clay. There was no disturbance or colour change 
in the clay around the slabs and these are taken to be a natural 
phenomenon. 

3. Bedrock. This was exposed under the clay in some areas 
 

5.2  Features 
 

1. Several randomly scattered, irregularly sized and shaped features, visible 
as dark marks on the clay subsoil surface. A sample were excavated to 
reveal depressions, no more than 50mm in depth. These were infilled with 
a chocolate coloured, gritty, sandy soil markedly different from the clay. 
The randomness in shape and distribution suggest a natural cause, 
possibly the remains of decayed tree roots. (Photo no. 15) 

2. Linear feature. This was noted crossing the access road, visible as a linear 
dark mark on the clay subsoil surface, running NNW-SSE and varying in 
width but no more than 1m. The fill was clay, slightly darker than the 
surrounding subsoil surface and it is assumed that this is the remains of 
the original watercourse draining the spring on the west boundary of the 
site. (Photos 16-19) 

3. Area of former cultivation. The rectangular area visible on the surface 
proved to have a slightly deeper, more friable topsoil, consistent with 
having been improved. No constructed drains were noted. The majority of 
the small finds were recovered from this area, consistent with manuring. 

 
5.3  Small Finds 
  
The following small finds were recovered from the topsoil during site 
stripping: 
 
Clay pipe: 2 fragments 
Ceramics: several fragments of stoneware, earthenware and white ware 
Glass: 2 fragments of bottle glass 
Coal: one piece 
Peat: one piece of dried peat 
 
All these artefacts are consistent with late 18th-late 19th century occupation. 
 
 

 
6.0 Discussion 
 
The high peat content of the soil and the topography suggest that, until the 
introduction of improved draining methods, this area of ground was poorly drained at 
best, and likely to have been of little use for habitation or cultivation. There is the 
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possibility that it formed a natural visual barrier to the group of ritual monuments 
occupying the slightly higher ground along the cliff edge. 
 
It would appear that the land was not a part of the original croft holdings and may 
only have been brought into cultivation for a few decades at a time of population 
expansion and land shortage during the 19th century. 
 
7.0 Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
No archaeological features, deposits or artefacts were noted or recovered other than 
minor features of land use dating to the 19th century. No further archaeological work 
is considered necessary on this site, although the owners should be made aware of the 
presence of the prehistoric monuments to prevent accidental damage during 
landscaping 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Catherine Dagg, BA, AIFA 
2, Ruigh’Riabhach 
Scoraig Peninsula 
Dundonnell 
Wester Ross 
IV23 2RE 
Tel: 01854 633 337                                                                                              29.6.09 
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Appendix 1. Data Sources 
 
The following data sources were consulted during the desk-based evaluation: 
 

• Historic Environment Record (HER) held by the Archaeology Unit within the Highland 
Council in Inverness. 

• Early maps held by the Map Library within the National Library of Scotland 
 
 
 
Appendix 2. Photographic Record (digital) 
 
Photo no.  Feature Description Angle of View 
1 Sgarbach Chambered 

Long Cairn 
Highest point of cairn with turf peeled 
back to expose stone slab 

From S 

2 Sgarbach Chambered 
Long Cairn 

View along cairn to SW end From NE 

3 Gindi Geos Standing 
Stone 

Base of stone exposed by excavation of 
trench 

From N 

4 Sgarbach, cairn Cairn in foreground with long cairn 
behind on right and house site on near 
horizon 

From SE 

5 Milltown, croft Site of croft house, looking towards 
long cairn on horizon 

From W 

6 Milltown, croft East gable of building obscured by 
vegetation 

From SE 

7 Boundary ditch Ditch along south boundary of site From ESE 
8 Feature 3, area of former 

cultivation 
Rush-filled ditch running through 
middle of raised cultivation patch 

From WNW 

9 House site and feature 3 Raised rectangular area of former 
cultivation and string lines of house site 

From N 

10 House site, topsoil 
stripped 

Exposed clay subsoil surface From N 

11 West section Section showing peaty topsoil and clay 
subsoil surface 

From E 

12 East section Section showing peaty topsoil and clay 
subsoil surface 

From W 

13 Subsoil surface Sandstone slab embedded in clay 
subsoil 

From SW 

14 Subsoil surface Embedded rock within clay subsoil From E 
15 Feature 1, infilled 

depression 
Fill removed to show depth of feature From W 

16 Feature 2, linear feature Feature emerging in foreground, 
marked by scratched lines 

From NW 

17 Feature 2, linear feature Feature emerging in foreground, 
marked by scratched lines 

From NW 

18 Feature 2, linear feature Feature exposed within area of access 
road, crossing from near left to top 
right behind machine 

From SE 

19 Feature 2, linear feature Feature exposed within area of access 
road, crossing from near left to top 
right 

From NW 
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Fig 2. Location of Site 
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Fig 3. Area of Monitoring and location of features 

 


