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Abstract 
AOC Archaeology Group was commissioned by GLM 
Architects to undertake a Desk Based Assessment of a 
site for a proposed mixed use development at John 
O’Groats House Hotel, Caithness. The significant 
discovery of human remains of likely Norse and 
medieval date have been identified just outside the 
proposed development. A number of further 
archaeological investigations in advance of 
development have failed to locate significant remains 
but finds of prehistoric pottery and lithics in the area 
have further demonstrated the archaeological potential 
of the immediate vicinity. 
 
The majority of the proposed development area has 
been in agricultural use throughout the post-medieval 
period and it is therefore possible that hitherto unknown 
remains survive subsurface.  
 
John O’Groats House Hotel is of 19th century date and 
designed by Thomas Sinclair. The historic core of the 
building remains and the removal of the modern 
extensions will restore the building to its original 
appearance.  Direct impacts to the hotel relate primarily 
to the potential loss of information content which could 
result from the renovation and restoration of the hotel 
 
In compliance with national and local planning policies, 
it is advised that a geophysical survey is undertaken on 
those parts of the proposed development area that 
have not been investigated or disturbed previously. The 
aim of the geophysical survey should be to establish 
the presence or absence of anomalies that are 
indicative of burials or other archaeological remains. It 
is additionally recommended that the results of this 
survey are used to target a programme of 
archaeological evaluation of 10% of the area that has 
not been previously investigated/disturbed. 
Furthermore it is suggested that a programme of 
historic building recording be undertaken in advance of 
the restoration of the hotel building.  
 
Potential indirect impacts on five listed buildings in the 
vicinity of the proposed development area have been 
identified. There will be no impact on two of these owing 
to intervening topography. The remaining impacts will 
be of Minor significance. 
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1 NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY 
 
1.1 AOC Archaeology Group was commissioned by GLM to undertake a Desk Based Assessment of an 

area of land proposed for mixed use development at John O’Groats House Hotel Caithness. The site 
lies within the local authority administrative area of Highland Council. 

 
1.2 Cartographic and bibliographic sources indicate that the area surrounding the proposed development 

area has been one of considerable cultural activity from prehistory to the present day. Excavation in 
advance of development in the north of the area revealed the remains of a prehistoric settlement which 
had been subsequently disturbed by two separate episodes of burial, the first dating to the 11th-12th 
century and the second relating to the 16th and 17th century. A house in the vicinity of the hotel building 
is clearly shown on maps dating from 1832 demonstrating a continuous occupation of the area since 
prehistory. In recent years the land proposed for development has primarily been in agricultural use, 
both under plough and for grazing, and as such has remained relatively undisturbed. There is, 
therefore, a possibility of encountering hitherto unknown remains of archaeological significance within 
the development area. 

 
1.3 In compliance with national and local planning policies, it is advised that a programme of archaeological 

works comprising geophysical survey, trial trenching and historic building recording archaeological may 
be required by the local authority to be undertaken in advance of development. The aim of the 
geophysical survey should be map any buried archaeological features in advance of a programme of 
trial trenching and allow appropriate targeting of trial trenches. The aim of the trial trenching would be to 
investigate the nature, significance and extent of unknown, buried remains within the proposed 
development area.  

 
1.4 John O’Groats House Hotel was designed and built in the 19th century by Thomas Sinclair. The later 

extensions that currently mask the historic core of the building will be removed as part of this 
development proposal thus restoring the building to its original appearance. It is further recommended 
that a programme of historic building recording is undertaken in advance of the renovation. 

 
1.5 This assessment has identified five listed buildings located within 500 m of the proposed development. 

These buildings are concentrated in a cluster around John O’Groats Mill west of the proposed 
development area. The immediate settings of this building cluster are self-referencing with wider views 
looking north towards the sea. However these buildings will have clear views across open agricultural 
land towards the proposed development and impacts on their settings have been assessed as of Minor 
significance. 
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2  INTRODUCTION 

2.1  Development Site 

2.1.1 The proposed development area is located at the western end of the village of John o’ Groats, in the 
local authority area of Highland Council. The site is centred approximately at national grid reference ND 
380 730.  

 
2.1.2 The north of proposed development area is occupied by the former John o’ Groats House Hotel 

buildings and associated walled back garden, cafe and visitor centre. The hotel is located 
approximately 10 m south of the existing shoreline, c. 7.5 m above sea level. The south of the 
proposed development area is open agricultural land.  

 
2.1.3 The ground rises from c 7 m Ordnance Datum in the south to c 19 m in the south. It is bounded by the 

shoreline to the north; by the John O’Groats craft centre and A99 to the east; by the A836 to the south 
and by open agricultural land to the west. The site is drained by two man-made channels, the first of 
which runs east to west across the centre of the proposed development area while the second runs 
north to south along the western boundary of the proposed development area. 

 

2.2  Development Proposal 

2.2.1 GLM commissioned AOC Archaeology Group to undertake this Desk Based Assessment to identify any 
potential archaeological and cultural heritage issues that might be associated with a proposed mixed 
use development on land at John O’Groats House Hotel, Caithness, Highland. The proposed 
development comprises alteration and extension of the former hotel to form holiday apartments; 23 new 
detached holiday residences; a new visitor centre; alteration to an existing café and landscaping works. 

 

2.3  Government and local planning policies 

2.3.1 National Planning Policy Guidelines 
The statutory framework for heritage in Scotland is outlined in the Town and Country Planning 
(Scotland) Act 1997, as amended in the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas (Scotland)) 
Act 1997.  

 
2.3.2 The implications of the Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979 with regard to local 

government planning policy are described within Scottish Planning Policy (SPP), Scottish Historic 
Environment Policy (SHEP) and Planning Advice Notes (PAN) for Scotland. SPP, SHEP ‘Scottish 
Historic Environment Policy’ and PAN 42 ‘Archaeology – the Planning Process and Scheduled Ancient 
Monument Procedures' (SOEnD 1994) deal specifically with planning policy in relation to heritage. The 
planning guidance expresses a general presumption in favour of preserving heritage remains in situ. 
Their 'preservation by record' (i.e. through excavation and recording, followed by analysis and 
publication, by qualified archaeologists) is a less desirable alternative. SPP notes that with the 
exception of archaeology the historic environment can generally accommodate change that is ‘informed 
and sensitively managed, and [that it] can be adapted to accommodate new uses whilst retaining its 
special character’ (The Scottish Government 2010, Para 111). 

 
2.3.3 SHEP (Historic Scotland 2009) sets out the Scottish Executive’s policy for the sustainable management 

of the historic environment.  Key principles of the policy note that ‘there should be a presumption in 
favour of preservation of individual historic assets and also the pattern of the wider historic 
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environment; no historic asset should be lost or radically changed without adequate consideration of its 
significance and of all the means available to manage and conserve it’ (1.14.b). 

 
2.3.4 Structure Plan 

 The Highland Structure Plan (2001) contains planning policies relating to archaeology that generally re-
iterate the national planning policies. Policies from the Structure Plan that are relevant to the 
archaeology and standing building remains on and surrounding the proposed development site are 
presented below. 

• Policy BC1 Preservation of archaeological sites 
Archaeological sites affected by development proposals should be preserved, or, in exceptional 

circumstances where preservation is impossible, the sites will be recorded at developers’ 

expense to professional standards. Provision will be made in Local Plans for the appropriate 

protection, preservation and enhancement of archaeological sites. 

• Policy BC2 Archaeology, tourism and education 
Sympathetically developed and well-managed proposals which increase the tourism potential of 

archaeological sites or increase public understanding and awareness through research projects 

will generally be supported. 

• Proposal BC3 Archaeological Heritage Areas 
Local Plans will identify and zone areas of exceptional archaeological and historic interest, and 

make appropriate provision for the protection and interpretation of features of interest. 

• Policy BC5 Listed buildings and Conservation Areas 
The Council will seek to preserve Highland’s buildings and groups of buildings of historic or 

architectural interest, some of which may be at risk from neglect, by the identification in Local 

Plans of opportunities for their productive and appropriate use. 

 

2.3.5 Local Plans 

 Local Plans contain the Local Authority policies for land-use and development control across a district. 
These plans are site specific and include maps showing land-use proposals. The Caithness Local Plan 
adopted in September 2002, seeks to enhance the natural and cultural heritage of Caithness by 
protecting the integrity of landscape designations or areas, including protecting archaeological sites, 
landscapes, listed buildings and their settings.  

• The council will encourage appropriate tourism and educational initiatives that derive local 
economic and community benefit from the many archaeological and historic features throughout 
Caithness. More specifically Hill of Warehouse/Yarrows, Camster Strath have potential in this 
regard for interpretation facilities which are sympathetic to the protection of cultural and historic 
interests. Measures to derive economic benefit including interpretation facilities, should respect 
that the integrity and sympathetic protection of the archaeological resource is of paramount 
importance’ (Local Plan, 23). 

 The Local Plan also contains general planning policies relating to archaeology that generally re-iterate 
the regional and national planning policies: 

• PP3 
The Council will presume against development, particularly where `there is significant damage 

to heritage, amenity or public health. 
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2.4  Planning considerations pertaining to the site 

2.4.1 Highland Council Planning Department is advised on archaeological matters by Highland Council 
Archaeology Unit (HCAU). HCAU have given pre-application advice that as the proposed area for 
development is considered archaeologically sensitive, they would recommend a programme of 
archaeological works in advance of development to mitigate the impact on the archaeological resource.  

 
2.4.2 There are six listed buildings within 1 km of the proposed development all of which are associated with 

the former John O’Groats Mills. There are no listed buildings within the proposed development area. 
Any works that affect the fabric or setting of a listed building can only be undertaken once listed 
building consent has been granted by the Local Authority. Note that the visual setting of listed buildings 
is also a competent planning matter. Demolition or alteration of the appearance of the existing buildings 
on the development site, or the construction of new buildings, could have visual impacts upon the 
surrounding protected buildings and monuments. The policy that the setting of listed buildings should 
be an issue in development control is outlined in Scottish Historic Environment Policy:  

“in assessing an application for listed building consent, the planning authority is 
required to have special regard to the desirability of preserving the building, or its 
setting, or any features of special architectural or historic interest which it possesses.” 
(SHEP, Historic Scotland 2009, Section 3.32). 

 
 
2.5  Limitations of Scope 

2.5.1 This assessment is based upon data obtained from publicly accessible archives as described in the 
Data Sources in Section 4.2 and a walkover survey. 

 
 

3 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
 
3.1 The aim of this assessment is to identify the cultural heritage value of the site proposed for mixed use 

development. The evidence presented and the conclusions offered should provide a comprehensive 
basis for further discussion and decisions regarding archaeological constraints on the future 
development of this site and for the formulation of a further mitigation strategy, should this be required.  

 
3.2 The objectives to be undertaken in pursuing this study will be focused on assessing the archaeological 

and architectural heritage significance of the land on which the mixed use development is proposed at 
John o’ Groats House Hotel, by examining a variety of evidence for upstanding and buried remains of 
archaeological and architectural heritage interest on the site. Potential impacts upon Scheduled Ancient 
Monuments, Listed Buildings, Conservation Areas and Historic Gardens and Designed Landscapes 
within 1 km of the potential development area are also identified. The assessment is based upon data 
obtained from publicly accessible archives as described in Data Sources (Section 4.2). 

 

4 METHODOLOGY 

4.1  Standards 

4.1.2 The scope of this assessment meets the requirements of current planning regulations set out in SPP 
(Scottish Government 2010), SHEP (Historic Scotland 2009) and PAN42 (SOEnD 1994). 
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4.1.3 AOC Archaeology Group conforms to the standards of professional conduct outlined in the Institute for 

Archaeologists' Code of Conduct, the IfA Code of Approved Practice for the Regulation of Contractual 
Arrangements in Field Archaeology, the IfA Standards and Guidance for Desk Based Assessments, 
Field Evaluations etc., and the British Archaeologists and Developers Liaison Group Code of Practice.  

 
4.1.4 AOC Archaeology Group is a Registered Archaeological Organisation of the IfA. This status ensures 

that there is regular monitoring and approval by external peers of our internal systems, standards and 
skills development. 

 

4.2  Data sources 

4.2.1 The following data sources were consulted during preparation of this environmental impact 
assessment:  
 

• National Monuments Record for Scotland (RCAHMS, Bernard Terrace, Edinburgh): 
For NMRS data, aerial photographs, archaeological and architectural photographs, NMRS maps, 
various archaeological and historical publications, and unpublished archaeological reports; 
 

• National Map Library (National Library of Scotland, Causewayside, Edinburgh): 
For old Ordnance Survey maps (1st & 2nd Edition, small- and large-scale) and pre-Ordnance Survey 
historical maps; 
 

• Historic Scotland (Longmore House, Salisbury Place, Edinburgh): 
For scheduled ancient monuments data and listed buildings data; 
 

• National Archives of Scotland: 
For historic documents, plans and sketches; 
 

• Highland Council Archaeology Unit Historic Environment Record: 
For Historic Environment Records 
 

• North Highland Archive, Wick: 
For historic documentary evidence and plans and sketches of John O’Groats House Hotel 

 

4.3  Report structure 

4.3.1 Each archaeological or historical site, monument or building referred to in the text is listed in the 
Gazetteer in Appendix 1. Each has been assigned a 'Site No.' unique to this assessment, and the 
Gazetteer includes information regarding the type, period, grid reference, NMRS number, statutory 
protective designation, and other descriptive information, as derived from the consulted sources. 

 
4.3.2 Each archaeological or historical site, monument or building referred to in the text is plotted on the 

location maps (Figure 1) at the end of the report, using the assigned Site Nos. The proposed 
development area is shown outlined.  
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4.3.3 All features of potential archaeological or historical significance located within a 500 m radius of the 
edge of the proposed mixed use development area have been included in the assessment. The aim of 
this is to help predict whether any similar hitherto unknown archaeological remains survive within the 
proposed development area. In addition, statutory protected monuments within 1 km of the proposed 
development area have been identified. These comprise listed buildings.  

 
4.3.4 All sources consulted during the assessment, including publications, archived records, photographic 

and cartographic evidence, are listed amongst the References in Section 8. 
 
 

5 ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL EVIDENCE 

5.1  Prehistoric  & Early Historic (8000 BC‐c.AD 1058) 

5.1.1 Previous archaeological field projects have revealed evidence for prehistoric and Early Historic activity 
in the vicinity of the proposed development area. A two week excavation of a 7 m x 5 m area in 1989, 
centred on the present visitors centre, just outside of the proposed development area identified 
postholes and paving (either internal or external surfaces) representing prehistoric settlement (Site 2). 
Worked flints and pottery of Late Bronze Age and Late Iron Age (Broch type and Pictish) date were 
recovered. These flints and pottery fragments were located within a deep deposit of anthropogenic soil 
which indicates a long history of settlement in John O’Groats (Driscoll 1989). During an archaeological 
watching brief at John o’ Groats Hotel in 1995 (Sites 1 & 2), worked flint was recovered from topsoil 
providing further indication of prehistoric activity in the immediate vicinity of the proposed development. 

 
5.1.2 Remains described as a possible Neolithic cairn or cairns or turf-covered building footings are recorded 

to the east of the proposed development area (Site 13). Only a stony patch is now recorded in this 
area. 

 
5.1.3 Many skulls and a flint axe were recovered from this area in the mid 19th century, and it was locally 

reputed to be a battle site or Norse burial ground. In the ‘Hotel Field’ the vicinity of John O’Groats 
House Hotel (Site 6) flint flakes, cores, blades and scrapers of Mesolithic or Neolithic origin have been 
found. Flint nodules have also been recovered from the beach in the general area of John O’Groats 
(Site 14). 

 
5.1.4 Documentary records are consistent with the archaeological evidence for early burial activity within the 

proposed development area. For example, within the proposed development area a burial ground was 
recorded at Ha’ of Duncansby (Site 5) in the Ordnance Survey Name Book and on the 1877 First 
Edition 1:10,560 OS map (Figure 4). 

 
5.1.5 There are no statutory protected prehistoric or Early Historic sites or monuments within 1 km of the 

proposed development area.  
 

 

5.2  Medieval, Post‐Medieval and Modern (c.AD 1058‐2000) 

5.2.1 The emergency excavation in 1989 (Site 2) identified Norse pottery vessels apparently associated with 
two phases of human burial overlying prehistoric settlement remains. Fragments of 2242 bones were 
recovered which represent the scattered and broken remains from a cemetery which had been  
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disturbed by later burials and agricultural activity. An estimate of the minimum numbers of individuals 
suggested that as many as 71 adults and 13 children may be represented by the scattered bones 
(Driscoll 1989, 2). Very close, to the surface, apparently representing a cemetery were portions of four 
articulated burials oriented with their heads to the west suggesting they were of Christian origin. 
Radiocarbon evidence indicates 11-12th and 16-17th century date ranges for these episodes of burial. 
These dates conform to the broad observation that pagan burial rites had been abandoned in northern 
Scotland and the Islands by the 11th century. This further supports the historical argument that the re-
conversion of Orkney and Caithness was initiated by the conversion of the Earl of Orkney in the late 
10th century and consolidated by the foundation of the bishopric in the mid-12th century (Crawford 
1987). The dates also suggest that the cemetery was used for a span of two to three centuries and may 
suggest the existence of a chapel in close proximity 

 
5.2.2 John o’ Groats House Hotel (Site 1), which stands at the north end of the proposed development area, 

was constructed by Thomas Sinclair in 1875. The hotel stands near the supposed site of John o’ 
Groats House (Site 12). A John Grot was granted a charter of a ferry and land at Duncansby in 1496, 
and 33 further members of the Grot family were subsequently granted such charters (Mitchell and 
Drummond 1875). The last known deed is dated to 1715 and mentions the ferry-house, ferry and ferry-
boats, implying that the Grots controlled the ferry from 1496 to at least 1715. Writing in 1906, 
MacFarlane notes that in the 1720s Duncansbay was described as ‘only remarkable for john a’ Grott’s 
House’. By 1760 the house associated with this family was in ruins (Pococke 1887) but the site of the 
house retained the name. The legend surrounding the eight-sided house with its eight doors (one for 
each relative) and eight-sided table is described in the Old Statistical Account (OSA 1791-99). 

 
5.2.3 Pre-Ordnance Survey historic maps are often schematic and lack detail – neither Blaeu’s map of 1654 

nor Moll’s map of 1745 (not illustrated) marks the settlement (Site17) at John ‘o Groats. Roy’s survey of 
1747-55 (Figure 2) shows ‘Johny Grotts House’ at roughly its present reputed location. It also marks 
‘Dungsbay’, probably an early form of the placename Duncansby, associated with this area (Site 33). 
Thomson’s map of 1832 (Figure 3) depicts ‘John O. Groats House’ at a quite different location along 
the coast, and would appear to be more inaccurate than Roy’s earlier map.  

 
5.2.4 The majority of the proposed development area, with the exception of the northern part, near the coast, 

is shown to be open farmland on historic Ordnance Survey maps. The 1st Edition 1:10,560 Ordnance 
Survey map of 1877 (Figure 4) depicts the site of John O’Groats House, in roughly the same location 
as the present John o’ Groats House Hotel. A well (Site 29) is marked to the south, within the proposed 
development area, and a roofed structure (Site 31) is shown further south, outside the development 
boundary. Another roofed structure (Site 30) appears on the coastline, within the development 
boundary. The 2nd Edition map of 1907 (Figure 5) indicates that the John o’ Groats House Hotel (Site 
1) is present. Kennels are marked in approximately the same location as an earlier roofed structure 
(Site 31). The 2nd Edition also marks a cistern (Site 32) in the south-east of the proposed development 
area. 

 
5.2.5  In 1929, John O’ Groats House Hotel was offered up for sale in 1929 along with 26 acres of adjoining 

arable land. The sale particulars describe the ground floor as comprising an entrance, hall, lounge and 
office, two dining rooms, with opening doors between, sitting room with office attached, bar and kitchen. 
The first floor is described as comprising of nine bedrooms a bathroom and two napery presses and an 
additional large bedroom is situated on the second floor. There is also described an immediately 
adjoining annexe of corrugated iron construction which contained an additional nine rooms. Adjacent to 
the hotel and also detached were a coal shed with rainwater cistern over, pigs’ house, ashpit, petrol  
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store and pump house, and portable fowl house. A later document dating to 1930, which further 
described the hotel, indicates the existence of number or additional outbuildings adjacent to the hotel 
and in addition to the above describes a milk house and a steading. The exact location of the steading 
is unclear but it is described as comprising of a stable of six stalls with loft above, a byre with four stalls 
for cows and three for stirks (sic) as well as a dairymaid’s house of two rooms.  

 
5.2.6 The sale particulars make much of the position of hotel as demonstrated in the following extract: 
 

‘Owing to its situation the Hotel is a great tourist resort. The busy season lasts for 
about seven months in the year, during which an average of fully 50 touring cars per 
day arrive at the Hotel. There is consequently a very large demand for luncheons, 
teas and other refreshments, while the sleeping accommodation is generally fully 
taken up  during the season’ 

 
5.2.7 Further recognition of the importance of the hotel’s situation for tourism in Caithness is provided in a 

letter from a property investor advising on the safety of investing in the hotel purchase: 
 

‘The increasing number of private motor cars in use must mean an increasing 
revenue to the Hotel; everyone coming on holiday to Caithness by car makes a 
point of visiting John O’Groats and there is no other house of entertainment within 
20 miles’ 
 

5.2.8 By 1934 it appears that the hotel had been sold and was now under the ownership of a Mr Mackenzie. 
A further description of the hotel, dating to 1934, details the installation of an electric lighting plan in a 
detached wood built and asbestos sheeted power house with concrete floor. Further information is 
provided in some detail of additions and alterations to the domestic and sanitary fittings, including the 
provision of an independent heater for domestic water supply. Further documents dating from the mid-
1930s provide details of Mr Mackenzie’s plans, which are initially for a large extension of the dining 
room with service hatch from kitchen; alteration of entrance to the public bar and provision of a new 
bathroom on the first floor, but later become more ambitious and include the addition of a large 
extension to the west for new bedroom accommodation on the ground and first floors. The Sinclair 
MacDonald archive includes a vast amount of detail about proposed renovations to the hotel which 
were carried out in 1938. Available documents (SM/MS/38/1 and SM/MS/38/2) detail specifications for 
all building materials, fixtures, fittings and furnishings and details regarding each of the contractors 
employed to undertake the renovations. All of the work is documented in detail including running 
repairs to faulty fittings into the 1940s. It appears that all of the major extension works were completed 
by March 1939 (MS/1938/14/1). 

 
5.2.9 The hotel continued under the ownership of Mr Mackenzie into the 1950s as indicated by detailed plans 

for proposed repairs and fixtures to the tower which was evidently in need of new slates, windows and 
finial. John O’Grota’s House Hotel continued as popular tourist accommodation throughout the 1940s 
and 1950s as evidenced by  several postcards of this date (CA/650) depicting the hotel on eof which 
also contains the short verse’ Rainy, rainy rattlestanes, Dinna rain on me, But rain on Johnny 
Groat’shouse Far across the sea’ 

 
5.2.10 Ordnance survey mapping of the later 20th century (1960 and 1976) indicates that further structures 

were erected in the vicinity of John o’ Groats House Hotel and the kennels. A proposed engine house 



JOHN O’ GROATS HOUSE HOTEL: ARCHAEOLOGICAL DESK-BASED ASSESSMENT 

© AOC ARCHAEOLOGY GROUP 2010      |    Page 14 of 37    |    www.aocarchaeology.com 

 

(Site 9), possibly constructed by 1968, is recorded by the National Monuments Record for Scotland 
(NMRS) and Highland Council Historic Environment Record (HER) in the north of the proposed 
development area. 

 
5.2.11 In addition to the archaeological fieldwork in 1989 and 1995 that encountered prehistoric, Early Historic 

and medieval archaeology in the vicinity of John O’Groats House Hotel, geophysical and trial trenching 
archaeological evaluation of the area around the hotel in 1994 (Site 2) did not encounter archaeological 
remains. 

 
5.2.12 Consultation of aerial photographs dating from 1946-1998 (see section 8.4) are consistent with 20th 

century mapping of the proposed development area showing the hotel, associated outbuildings and 
later the cafeteria and craft centre in the north of the site and open agricultural land in the south. 
Photographs from 1965 show the south of the proposed development area to be under arable 
agriculture whereas later photos 1989 show it under pasture. Photographs from 1965 also show a 
straight linear feature south-east from the hotel building to the road, it appears to be of relative recent 
origin and is probably related to utilities or services.  

 
5.2.13 The Highland Council’s HER and the NMRS record several features associated with John O’Groats 

Harbour (Site 8), in the north of the proposed development area – a hand winch (Site 3); a hand crane 
(Site 4) and ‘Brothie Geo’ (Site 11), the last possibly a name associated with the harbour area. In 1843 
a brig, ‘The Thomas Dryden’ (Site 10), was wrecked on the shore near the proposed development.  

 
5.2.14 Several buildings of probable 19th century or later date are recorded within 500 m of the proposed 

development area. These include the likely 20th century Post Office (Site 15), 200 m to the south, and 
the School and Schoolhouse (Site 16), 450 m to the south-east. Features of likely 20th century date that 
are recorded within 500  m of the proposed development area include the ‘Craft Village’ Visitor Centre 
(Site 7) and a proposed shop (Site 19) and Seaview Hotel, John o’ Groats (Site 20), to the south-east. 
A Tearoom (Site 18) formerly stood c. 30 m to the south-east of the proposed development.  

 
5.2.15 The only statutory protected sites and monuments within 1 km of the proposed development are five 

listed buildings between 600 and 800 m west of the development boundary. Four of these are listed 
together as Category B. John O’Groats Mill (Sites 21 and 24) comprises a larger mill building, originally 
built in 1750, and rebuilt in 1901, and a smaller mill building dating to the mid 19th century. There is also 
an associated workshop and stables (Site 26). Cromwell Bridge, John o’ Groats Mill (Site 22), which is 
listed with the mill, is reputedly a 17th century military structure. Mill Cottage, John O’Groats Mill (Site 
25) is listed separately as Category C (S); it is of earlier 19th century construction. Non-listed structures 
associated with the mill include a mill dam (Site 27) and mill lade (Site 28) to the south. A modern (late 
20th century) non-listed bridge (Site 23) stands close to the 17th century Cromwell Bridge. 

 

6 WALKOVER SURVEY  
6.1 A walkover survey of the proposed development area was undertaken on Tuesday the 27th July 2010. 

The survey was undertaken in overcast showery conditions with good visibility. The purpose of the 
survey was to investigate the condition and significance of known archaeology on the site with an 
additional aim of identifying any previously unknown remains.  

 
6.2 The north of the proposed development area is occupied by the John O’Groats House hotel (Plate 1), 

and an associated out building and cafeteria (Plate 2). West of the hotel is a walled back garden under 
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grass and an area of overgrown unused land (Plate 3). North of the hotel is an area of landscaped 
grassed land to the north of which is a rocky escarpment which leads down to the shore. 

 
6.3 The hotel as it stands today has clearly been subject to two major phases of development. It is outside 

the scope of this assessment to look closely at the architecture and history of the building, although a 
general précis of the development of the hotel can be surmised through looking at the cartographic, 
historical and on-site evidence. Although there are certainly elements that have been lost, much of the 
19th century appearance and features of the building survive, although internally many of the original 
fittings are likely to have been stripped out. The 19th century part of the hotel is constructed of local 
freestone with a slated roof.  The building is white harled, although in places this is coming away to 
reveal the stone beneath. Several of the roof tiles, particularly on the north elevation, are missing 
exposing the timber roof beneath (Plate 4). The windows of the tower and the north elevation have 
crow stepped gables. The 1930s additions include large extensions to the dining room and additional 
rooms to the east – both with flat roofs. The dining room extension (Plate 5) is octagonal in shape, 
which is presumably intended to mirror the octagonal shape of the tower, which in turn presumably 
attempts to link back to the legendary John o Grott’s octagonal house. Further extension to the eastern 
elevation is apparent from the addition of a north-south aligned wing on the east elevation of probable 
1960s date (Plate 6). The interior of the hotel was not accessed during the survey as the building is no 
longer in use and in poor repair. 

 
6.4 The central western part of the proposed development area (west of the craft village) is occupied by 

three fields of open pasture. The northernmost of these fields (Plate 7) was very overgrown during the 
time of the survey with thistles and nettle vegetation to head height and as such identification of any 
subtle above ground features was very difficult. Two areas of rectangular concrete (Plate 8) mark the 
site of a former building in the west of the field. The fields to the south are occupied by rough grasses 
with some wetland plants and buttercups. In the field south of the craft village a linear earthwork bank 
(Plate 9), overgrown with vegetation was identified. It is not possible to define the date of this feature 
but its close proximity to the craft village and the presence other similar landscaped features to the 
north is indicative that it may relate to the modern construction of the craft village. 

 
6.5 The south of the site is occupied by three open fields which at the time of the survey were occupied by 

grass and wetland vegetation (Plate 10). The fields are divided by an east to west running drain with 
earthwork banks either side and the line of the north-south fence in the southernmost field is clearly 
visible as an earthwork. There is some evidence of superficial disturbance to the ground in these fields 
from the use of heavy tracked vehicles. The site of a cistern noted on earlier Ordnance Survey maps 
was not located. The south-west corner of the proposed development area is occupied by a corrugated 
iron outbuilding. No other sites of cultural heritage interest were noted within the proposed development 
area. 

 

 
7 CONCLUSION 

7.1  Direct impacts 

7.1.1 Potential impacts on known or unknown buried archaeological remains in the case of this development 
relate to the possibility of disturbing, removing or destroying in situ remains and artefacts during 
groundbreaking works (including excavation, construction and other works associated with the 
development) on the site. 
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7.1.3 Direct impacts to the hotel relate primarily to the potential loss of information content which could result from the 

renovation and restoration of the hotel. Additionally map regression and walkover survey has indicated that 
some of the buildings previous extant in the vicinity of the hotel have been demolished. There is the 
potential that groundbreaking works, e.g. associated with landscaping or services, required for the 
renovation may encounter and damage any such remains. It should also be noted that significant 
prehistoric remains are known within the vicinity and there is a possibility that groundbreaking works 
could encounter similar remains. 
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7.2  Indirect impacts 

 
7.2.1 Indirect impacts include visual impacts upon the settings of protected sites such as Listed Buildings, 

Scheduled Ancient Monuments and Conservation Areas. This assessment has identified five listed 
Buildings within 1 km of the proposed development site. 

 
7.2.2 All five of the identified listed buildings are located west of the proposed development in a cluster 

around the Burn of Duncansby. These listed buildings are all closely associated both in their location 
and function. Sites 21 and 24, John O’Groats Mill, comprise two corn mills, the larger of which (Site 21) 
was built in 1750 as a threshing mill but later rebuilt in 1901 as a corn mill. Associated with the two mills 
are workshops and a cottage (Sites 25 and 26) and a listed bridge (Site 22) (Plates 11-12). Although 
one of the former mills has been subject to some modernisation and converted to a residential property, 
the historical integrity of this cluster of buildings remains intact.  The immediate settings of these 
buildings are self-referencing and comprise the steeply sloping sides of the Burn of Duncansby, 
associated ancillary buildings and immediately adjacent road and agricultural land. The wider settings 
of these buildings comprise views out to sea and over the surrounding agricultural landscape including 
towards the proposed development area. All five buildings are of agricultural/ industrial nature and their 
sitting is likely to have been determined by proximity to a water source views are unlikely to have been 
a prime consideration. The proposed development area is not visible from the listed bridge (Site 22) 
due to its low-lying location and there will be no impact on their settings. It may be possible to see the 
proposed development area from the upper floors of the former mills and the cottages but given that 
the development will occupy only a small part of the overall view from part of these buildings the 
relatively low sensitivity of these structures to changes in their wider settings the significance of impact 
on Sites 21 and 24-26 is judged to be Minor. 

 

7.3  Mitigation 

7.3.1 National planning policies and planning guidance, SPP (Scottish Government 2010) and PAN42 
(SOEnD 1994), as well as the local plan policies (Highland Structure Plan approved 2001 and 
Caithness Local Plan adopted 2002), outlined in Section 2.3 of this report, require a mitigation 
response that is designed to investigate the potential for archaeological sites within the development 
area and hence allow the preservation or recording of any significant remains. 

 
7.3.2 This assessment has indicated that the proposed development area and its immediate surrounds have 

been subject to human activity throughout history, though there is specific evidence of significant 
prehistoric and medieval activity in particular and the possibility that a burial ground identified east of 
the site extend into the north-west of the proposed development area. Additionally, early mapping, 
although schematic indicates that the north of the proposed development area has been occupied by a 
building since at least the mid-19th century and possibly earlier. As such there is the possibility of 
encountering hitherto unknown remains of archaeological significance within the development 
boundary. 

 
7.3.3 HCAU have given pre-application advice that as the proposed area for development is considered 

archaeologically sensitive, they would recommend a programme of archaeological works in advance of 
development to mitigate the impact on the archaeological resource. Their proposed programme of 
works, informed by desk-based study, would include: 100% geophysical survey of the development 
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area; a minimum 10% trial trenching evaluation of the proposed development area; possible further 
phases of archaeological works dependent on results of geophysical and trial trenching works; building 
recording of John o’ Groats House Hotel and possible interpretation and exhibition of results at ‘The 
Last House Museum’.  They have advised that such works might be undertaken prior to the submission 
of the planning application or would be attached as a condition of planning consent (Puls 2010).   

 
7.3.4 The north of the proposed development area, including the John O’Groats House Hotel has been the 

subject of modern development and previous archaeological investigation and is crossed by roads and 
tracks, and has a steep northern edge down to the shore. It is suggested that geophysical survey in this 
northern part of the proposed development area would be impractical and unproductive and that the 
geophysical survey should be concentrated on the proposed development area south of the hotel. 
Different geophysical techniques make use of different properties of the subsoil and as a result some 
techniques are better suited than other to particular buried archaeological deposits. The subsoils and 
sandstone bedrock of the proposed development area are suitable for geophysics and in this case 
gradiometer survey is likely to be most effective. If it becomes apparent during the course of the survey 
that another technique, such as resistivity, may be better, for example in areas of particularly deep 
cover sand, the survey methodology may be adapted. 

 
7.3.5 The results of the geophysical survey, alongside the information gathered for this desk-based 

assessment should then be used to target most appropriately the locations of trial trenches across a 
10% sample of the previously undisturbed parts of the proposed development area. 

 
7.3.6 In compliance with national and local planning policies, it is recommended that hotel be subject to 

building recording prior to conversion. This would include a detailed and comprehensive archive 
search, written, photographic and drawn (plan, elevation and section) measured survey. The present 
and historic architect’s drawings already existing go a long way to formulate this record, although a 
specialist buildings archaeologist should add to the interpretation (in terms of phasing and function) of 
this drawn record.  
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DPM 1930/65/4  Hotel for D M Mackenzie. Sketch plans, details and perspectives showing proposed 
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Site Gazeteer

Site Number 1

Site Name John O' Groats House Hotel, John O' Groats

Type of Site Building

NMRS Number

HER Number MHG52958

Status Unprotected

Easting 337930

Northing 973390

Parish CANISBAY

Council CAITHNESS

Description Designed and built by Thomas Sinclair, the then owner of Duncansby Estate. Ragbag baronial 
with octagonal tower. The tower has a crow‐stepped gable dormer on each face.

The original building is an attractive late 19th century 3‐bay structure with an imposing 
octagonal tower on the eastern gable. Crow‐stepped gable dormers break the wall heads on all 
three bays and on each face of the tower. The building has the appearance of being extended 
to the west in‐keeping with the style of the core structure with a further 2‐bays with matching 
dormers and a crow‐stepped gable. Later extensions in the 1960's have served to mask the 
core structure on all sides; a crenellated flat roofed extension which attempts to mirror the 
octagonal tower has been added to the north elevation; an unattractive extension with flat 
roof, again apparently attempting to mirror the octagonal tower, has been added to the 
eastern elevation; and a large north‐south aligned extension adjoins the western gable and 
part of the southern elevation further obscuring the original building. The hotel is no longer 
used as such and is starting to show signs of dereliction; herris fencing restricts access to the 
body of the building.

The site of the house associated with the legend of John o' Groat's building an octagonal house 
so that each of his eight relatives could enter by his own door. It contained an octagonal table.
 
The first John Grot on record was granted a charter of a ferry and land in Duncansby in 1496. 
Of thirty‐three succeeding Grots to whom similar charters were granted, nineteen were 
named John, but Mitchell was of the opinion that the John of the legend was the son of Finlay, 
who, in 1549, held 'the ferry‐house and ferry and 20 feet round the ferry‐house'. The last deed 
is dated 1715 and also mentions the ferry‐house, ferry and ferry‐boats, implying that the Grots 
controlled the ferry from 1496 to at least 1715 (Mitchell and Drummond 1875). In the 1720's 
mention is made of 'the town of Duncansbay only remarkable for John a' Grott's House... Here 
is the dwelling house of Grott of Wares...' (Macfarlane 1906‐8). 

At that time ferries were still sailing to Barwick in South Ronaldsay, presumably for 'Ferry 
Haven (ND 3799 7347 which, in 1873 is 'said to have been the place of embarkation to Stroma 
and the Orkneys during the earlier times' (Ordnance Survey Name Book [ONB] 1873). 

In 1760 "Johnny Grott's House" was in ruins (Pococke 1887) and by 1793 it was 'totally gone 
but the place where it stood retains the name. The remains of the oak table have been seen by 
many now living who have inscribed their names on it' (OSA 1793). 

'A small triangular grassy mound abaout 30 feet in breadth, rising with a slight elevation from a 
strip of green pasture ground which runs parallel to the sea‐shore' was all that remained in 
1873 (ONB 1873), while by 1957 a flagstaff had been erected on the mound (Robertson 1957). 

Statistical Account (OSA) 1793; Name Book 1873; A Mitchell and J Drummond 1875; R Pococke 
1887; W Macfarlane 1906‐8; F W Robertson 1957.
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The statement that a flagstaff now indicates the site of John o' Groat's house was confirmed at 
the Tourist Office, otherwise, no further information. 
Visited by OS (J B) 21 July 1982.

AOC study of historic maps noted that Roy's military survey of 1747‐55 depicts 'Johny Grotts 
House', while Thomson (1832) shows 'John O. Groats House', the latter not close to its true 
location . The 1st Edition 1:10,560  OS map (Caitness Sheet 3 marks the site of John o' Groats 
House.

The hotel is marked on the 2nd Edition 1:10, 560 Ordnance Survey map (Caithness Sheet 3) of 
1907.

Site Number 2

Site Name Settlement, John O' Groats

Type of Site MONUMENT; BURIAL GROUND

NMRS Number ND37SE 37

HER Number MHG598 & 39354

Status Unprotected

Easting 337930

Northing 973240

Parish CANISBAY

Council CAITHNESS

Description Settlement site, with associated burial ground, that may have been occupied during the late 
bronze age, late iron age (Pictish) and Norse periods (Highland HER).

A watching brief, ahead of laying of a sewage pipe, was conducted in May 1995 at John 
O'Groats Hotel, either side of area assessed by GUARD in 1994 (James 1994). No 
archaeologically significant features were identified, though a number of artefacts were 
recovered from topsoil, including several pieces of worked flint, two pieces of animal bone and 
a single sherd of pottery, probably of 14th century date.

Sponsor: Highland Regional Council Water and Sewerage Dept.

K Taylor 1995.

GUARD was commissioned to undertake an archaeological evaluation of area immed 
surrounding John O' Groats Hotel prior to a proposed extension scheme. Geophysical survey 
was followed by trial trenching. This involved surveying area with electrical resistivity and a 
fluxgate gradiometer. The results were treated in field with convendonal dot‐density package 
GEOPLOT. A number of anomalies were detected, and the ensuing test‐pitting programme set 
out to investigate these. Test‐pits were also located on south side of proposed development 
area to see whether archaeological features seen in development of HIDB industrial unit 
extended this far N (S T Driscoll 1993).

The anomalies investigated proved to be non‐archaeological, being either artificial (ie pipes), 
or geologically derived. The backgarden area appears to have been landscaped, probably at 
time of building of Hotel.

Pit 2 contained some large unshaped stones and boulders, but no finds or evidence of 
structures was found. The geophysical data also produced no evidence for stone built 
structure. This pit was nearest to hotel, and large stones may be associated with clearance 
work during construction of hotel.
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No apparent archaeological structures within area of proposed extension scheme of John O' 
Groats Hotel. 

H James 1994; NMRS MSS 725/48, 725/94.

An archaeological evaluation of area immed surrounding hotel was carried out by GUARD 
ahead of a proposed scheme of extension. The evaluation consisted of resistivity and 
geomagnetic surveys, followed by trial trenching. 

Although geophysical anomalies were detected, these proved to be caused by modern pipes. A 
stone feature examined during trial excavations was interpreted as probably associated with 
clearance work during construction of hotel. 

The assessment concluded that there were no apparent archaeological structures within the 
area of the proposed scheme. 

MS/725/48, GUARD 27 (1994)

GUARD Report in Assoc. Docs.

Emergency excavations revealed a prehistoric settlement substantially disturbed by two 
separate episodes of burial. Radiocarbon evidence suggests that burials began in 11th‐12th 
century and subsequently in 16th‐17th century.

S T Driscoll 1993

Grid Reference corrected to ND 37917 73250

Final Report on Rescue Excavation at John O' Groats 1989

By Stephen T Driscoll

See Assoc. Docs. File

Construction work on site of Highland and Island Development Board industrial estate led to 
discovery of a large quantity of human bone in late February. April a 2 week excavation of area 
approx 7m by 5m conducted by Archaeology Projects Glasgow under sponsorship of Historic 
Buildings and Monuments. 

2 broad phases of activity were revealed. 

The first consisted of a massive slab pavement overlying approximately 0.5m of made‐up 
ground. Aside from paving and a few post‐holes no structural remains were discovered. The 
limited area examined could have been either an interior surface or an exterior paving. 

The 2nd phase consisted of a burial ground. 6 intact skeletons were discovered as well as mass 
of scattered disarticulated human bone (2242 identifiable fragments). 2 burial rites were 
represented. 2 extended inhumations were oriented with their heads to NE and are probably 
earlier than 4 extended inhumations with their heads to W. In places it was clear that 
disarticulated bones have been collected and stacked together. 

Pottery, worked flints and animal bones were recovered from both phases. The pottery 
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included sherds of Late Bronze Age, Late Iron Age (Broch type), Late Iron Age (Pictish) and 
Norse vessels. Few Norse sherds were found in settlement contexts, so it may be assumed that 
burial began in Pictish or Norse period. The worked flint was closely comparable with that 
from Pool, Sanday (HY63NW 17). Cattle, deer and possibly seal were identified among animal 
bones. Radiocarbon dates for human bones are awaited. 

Sponsor: SDD HBM. S Driscoll 1989b.

Site Number 3

Site Name John O'Groats Harbour, Hand Winch

Type of Site WINCH

NMRS Number ND37SE 30

HER Number MHG1732

Status Unprotected

Easting 337900

Northing 973400

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Winch (undated )(Highland HER).

Site Number 4

Site Name John O'Groats Harbour, Hand Crane

Type of Site CRANE

NMRS Number ND37SE 31

HER Number MHG1733

Status Unprotected

Easting 337900

Northing 973400

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Crane (post‐medieval )(Highland HER).

Site Number 5

Site Name Ha' Of Duncansby

Type of Site BURIAL GROUND (POSSIBLE), AXEHEAD (FLINT)

NMRS Number ND37SE 6

HER Number MHG1708

Status Unprotected

Easting 337950
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Northing 973170

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description 'A great many skulls' and a flint axe were dug up from the subsoil when this site was first 
brought into cultivation 'about 16 years ago' (ie. about 1857). It is locally supposed to have 
been a Norse burial ground or the site of a battle. 
(See ND37SE 9 for flint‐working site to north.) 
Name Book 1873. 

AOC study of historic maps noted that the location of this group of finds is marked on the 1st 
Edition 1:10,560 Ordnance Survey map as' 'Human Remains and Flint Axe found here'.

Locally the tradition of the site being that of a battle was confirmed, otherwise no further 
information. The site is in an arable field. 
Visited by OS (J B) 6 May 1982.

Site Number 6

Site Name John O' Groats House Hotel

Type of Site LITHIC IMPLEMENT(S) (FLINT)

NMRS Number ND37SE 9

HER Number MHG1711

Status Unprotected

Easting 337960

Northing 973280

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Numerous brown and white beach flint flakes, cores, blades and scrapers, of a mesolithic ‐ 
neolithic aspect, were found on the ploughed surface of the Hotel Field. A few of the 
implements show secondary retouching. 
R Stephan‐Murray 1981; Information contained in letter from R Stephan‐Murray to OS, 28 
August 1981. 

The area is now largely under grass with a corner of a new car park forming part of the site. No 
surface flints are exposed and the present whereabouts of the flints are unknown. 
Visited by OS (J B) 7 May 1982. 

Some of the finds are in the National Museum of Antiquities of Scotland (NMAS). 
Information from R Stephan‐Murray to OS, 22 March 1984.

Site Number 7

Site Name Craft Village

Type of Site VISITOR CENTRE

NMRS Number ND37SE 54

HER Number MHG48852

Status Unprotected
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Easting 338000

Northing 973300

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Visitors Centre (Leisure) (Undated) (Highland HER).

Site Number 8

Site Name John O'Groats Harbour

Type of Site HARBOUR

NMRS Number ND37SE 55

HER Number MHG48853

Status Unprotected

Easting 337980

Northing 973430

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Harbour (Undated) (Highland HER).

Site Number 9

Site Name John O' Groats House Hotel, Proposed Engine House

Type of Site ENGINE HOUSE

NMRS Number ND37SE 7.01

HER Number MHG37725

Status Unprotected

Easting 337920

Northing 973360

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description It is likely, but cannot be confirmed from available evidence, that collection item 
DPM/1930/65/4/7 relates to the building at this location on the current OS 1:2500 map (1968) 
AC January 24 2002.

Engine House (Undated) (Highland HER).

Site Number 10

Site Name Thomas Dryden: Huna, Pentland Firth

Type of Site BRIG (19TH CENTURY)

NMRS Number ND37SE 8031
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HER Number MHG48809

Status Unprotected

Easting 337900

Northing 973300

Parish MARITIME ‐ HIGHLAND

Council HIGHLAND

Description Huna, 22nd March. `The THOMAS DRYDEN, Stanmers, from Shields to Dublin, got on shore 
near this place, yesterday, and has become a total wreck; crew saved.'
Source: The Marine List, LL, No. 9062, London, Monday March 27 1843.
NMRS, MS/829/71 (no. 7769).

(Classified as brig, with general cargo: date of loss cited as 21 March 1843). Thomas Dryden: 
this vessel stranded below John O'Groats House, Huna. Capt. Stanner.
Registration: North Shields. Built 1839. 266 tons burthern.
(Location of loss cited as N58 38.67 W3 5.0).
I G Whittaker 1998.

The classification, cargo and location of loss cited by Whittaker remain unverified. Huna is not 
noted as such on the 1999 edition of the OS 1:50,000 map, but the Ness of Huna is at ND 363 
738. 
John o' Groats House (ND37SE 7.00) is at ND 3796 7339.
Information from RCAHMS (RJCM), 14 June 2005.

Site Number 11

Site Name Brothie Geo

Type of Site HARBOUR

NMRS Number

HER Number MHG13819

Status Unprotected

Easting 338000

Northing 973450

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Harbour (post‐medieval). 

East Caithness Local Plan, May 1987: P89/4.25. Harbours, Piers and Jetties.
Policy ‐ the Council will continue to encourage and where possible, support a further 
programme of works to harbours in the area (J Aitken 23/05/2001).

Site Number 12

Site Name Ferrykeepers Cotttage, John O'Groats House

Type of Site BUILDING

NMRS Number

HER Number MHG1709
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Status Unprotected

Easting 337960

Northing 973390

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description The site of house associated with legend of John o' Groat's building an octagonal house so that 
each of his eight relatives could enter by his own door. It contained an octagonal table. 

The first John Grot on record was granted a charter of a ferry and land in Duncansby in 1496. 
Of 33 succeeding Grots to whom similar charters were granted, 19 were named John, but 
Mitchell was of opinion that John of legend was son of Finlay, who, in 1549, held 'the ferry‐
house and ferry and 20 feet round the ferry‐house'. The last deed is dated 1715 and also 
mentions the ferry‐house, ferry and ferry‐boats, implying that the Grots controlled the ferry 
from 1496 to at least 1715 (Mitchell and Drummond 1875). In 1720's mention is made of 'the 
town of Duncansbay only remarkable for John a' Grott's House... Here is the dwelling house of 
Grott of Wares...' (Macfarlane 1906‐8). 

At that time ferries were still sailing to Barwick in South Ronaldsay, presumably for 'Ferry 
Haven (ND 3799 7347 which, in 1873 is 'said to have been place of embarkation to Stroma and 
Orkneys during earlier times' (ONB 1873). 

In 1760 "Johnny Grott's House" was in ruins (Pococke 1887) and by 1793 it was 'totally gone 
but place where it stood retains name. The remains of oak table have been seen by many now 
living who have inscribed their names on it' (OSA 1793). 

'A small triangular grassy mound abaout 30 feet in breadth, rising with a slight elevation from a 
strip of green pasture ground which runs parallel to sea‐shore' was all that remained in 1873 
(ONB 1873), while by 1957 a flagstaff had been erected on mound (Robertson 1957). 

W Macfarlane 1906‐8; R Pococke 1887; OSA 1793; Name Book 1873; A Mitchell and J 
Drummond 1875; F W Robertson 1957 

The statement that a flagstaff now indicates the site of John o' Groat's house was confirmed at 
the Tourist Office, otherwise, no further information. 

Visited by OS (J B) 21 July 1982.

Site Number 13

Site Name John O'Groats

Type of Site CAIRN(S) (POSSIBLE)

NMRS Number ND37SE 10

HER Number MHG1736

Status Unprotected

Easting 338090

Northing 973240

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Cairns are remembered as having existed in this area by only one local person. At ND 3808 
7318 there is a stony patch which is left unploughed. 
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Information from R Stephan‐Murray to OS, 11 September 1981. 

No evidence was found for the cairns at ND 3809 7324. At ND 3809 7314 there is a turf‐
covered rectangular building footing measuring about 15.0 by 5.0m, which is possibly the 
stony patch mentioned above. 
Visited by OS (J B) 7 May 1982.

Possible site of cairn which may actually represent the remains of a building. Cairn (neolithic); 
Alternate type ‐ Building (neolithic) (Highland HER).

Site Number 14

Site Name John O' Groats

Type of Site UNIDENTIFIED FLINT(S) (FLINT)

NMRS Number ND37SE 33

HER Number MHG1682

Status Unprotected

Easting 338000

Northing 973000

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Fresh flint nodules were recovered from the beach at John o' Groats. They have been 
deposited in the Artefact Research Unit, Royal Museum, Edinburgh. 
C R Wickham‐Jones and C Firth 1990a.

Site Number 15

Site Name John O'Groats, Post Office

Type of Site  POST OFFICE

NMRS Number ND37SE 43

HER Number MHG19663

Status Unprotected

Easting 338000

Northing 972600

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Post Office (Modern 1901‐2100AD) (Highland HER).

Site Number 16

Site Name John O' Groats School and Schoolhouse

Type of Site SCHOOL, SCHOOLHOUSE

NMRS Number ND37SE 47
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HER Number MHG36799

Status Unprotected

Easting 338370

Northing 972520

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Scholl (Boys and Girls) marked on 1st ed OS. Alterations planned 04/00542/FULCA, revised p/a 
05/00254/FULCA ‐ HAW 06/2005.

Post‐medieval (1560AD‐1900AD) (Highland HER).

Site Number 17

Site Name John O' Groats, General

Type of Site VILLAGE

NMRS Number ND37SE 46

HER Number MHG36662

Status Unprotected

Easting 338300

Northing 972600

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Village (undated) (Highland HER).

Site Number 18

Site Name John O' Groats, Tearoom

Type of Site TEA ROOM

NMRS Number ND37SE 50

HER Number MHG37386

Status Unprotected

Easting 338060

Northing 972780

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description The architect's site plan suggests that this tearoom was situated opposite the road junction at 
ND 3805 7279, where the Seaview Hotel now stands. (AC 8 August 2001).

Café (Undated) (Highland HER).

Site Number 19
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Site Name John O' Groats, Proposed Shop

Type of Site SHOP

NMRS Number ND37SE 51

HER Number MHG37387

Status Unprotected

Easting 338060

Northing 972790

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Shop (Undated) (Highland HER).

Site Number 20

Site Name John O' Groats, Seaview Hotel

Type of Site HOTEL

NMRS Number ND37SE 49

HER Number MHG37353

Status Unprotected

Easting 338070

Northing 972780

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Hotel (undated) (Highland HER).

Site Number 21

Site Name John O'Groats Mill

Type of Site WATERMILL

NMRS Number ND37SE 27.00

HER Number MHG1728 & 13816

Status Listed Building

Easting 337199

Northing 973347

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Category B Listed Building; HB Number 1804 

John O' Groats Mills. The larger mill, built in 1750 and rebuilt in 1901, is a handsome 3‐storey 
rubble building, on an L plan, with a double kiln. The machinery is driven by an 8‐spoke 
overshot wood and iron wheel, 4ft 3ins (1.3m) wide by 13ft (3.96m) diameter. Nearby is a 
smaller mill (ND37SE 44.00) with a similar wheel, 2ft 10ins (0.86m) wide by 12ft (3.66m) 
diameter.
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J R Hume 1977.

John o'Groats Mill, Huna. Two corn mills: the larger (1750) was originally a threshing mill, but 
was rebuilt in 1901 as a corn mill. This reversed the function of the smaller mill (1846) which 
then became the threshing mill. The former has a tall double‐vented kiln, the mill motivated by 
an overshot wheel. Both mills share the same lade.
E Beaton 1996.
MILLS:
1750,1845,1860,part converted 1901, and new build 1901. Large. south facing 3‐storey, L‐plan 
rubble mill, tooled rubble dressings. 3‐storey kiln(1901) takes up outer 2 bays of east wing, 
with entrance at base, 2 large cast‐iron stays 2 wallhead vents and 2 tall square ridge vents. 
Mill entrance to right in south elevation of re‐entrant, with 1st floor loft door above and 
projecting 
chute gable breaking wallhead above that. Lean‐to wheel‐house abuts west elevation masking 
overshot wheel served by lade carried on rubble piers. Caithness slate roof. Smaller 2‐storey, 2‐
bay rubble mill flanks west side of lade (which serves both mills) and from which water is 
deflected to serve north gable wheel. Further irregular single and 2‐storey rubble range 
comprised of 1845 workshop/stable 1896 meal girna completes complex; Caithness slate roofs.

Site Number 22

Site Name John O'Groats Mill, Cromwell Bridge

Type of Site ROAD BRIDGE

NMRS Number ND37SE 28

HER Number MHG1729

Status Listed Building

Easting 337182

Northing 973344

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Category B Listed Building; HB Number 1804 

Cromwell Bridge, allegedly mid‐17th century and constructed by Cromwellian troops: elegant 
single‐span rubble bridge spanning the mill burn.
E Beaton 1996.

This bridge carries a track over the Burn of Duncansby to the W of John O'Groats Mill (ND37SE 
27.00). It is depicted, but not noted, on the 1976 edition of the OS 1:10,000 map.
Information from RCAHMS (RJCM), 10 May 2006.BRIDGE; 1651 Cromwellian soldiers. Small 
rubble bridge with dressed rubble arch ring; 
no parapet.

Bridge links mill with Mill Cottage, and is believed to be the oldest military bridge in the 
Highlands.

Site Number 23

Site Name John O'Groats Mill, New Bridge

Type of Site ROAD BRIDGE

NMRS Number ND37SE 29
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HER Number MHG1730

Status Unprotected

Easting 337159

Northing 973291

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Not to be confused with adjacent Old (Cromwell) Bridge, for which see ND37SE 18.

See also ND37SE 27.00 and ND37SE 44.00 .

This bridge carries the A836 public road over the Burn of Duncansby to the S of the mill 
ND37SE 27.00. It is not noted on the 1976 edition of the OS 1:10,000 map.
Information from RCAHMS (RJCM), 10 May 2006.

Site Number 24

Site Name John O'Groats, Threshing Mill

Type of Site WATERMILL

NMRS Number ND37SE 44.00

HER Number MHG19664

Status Listed Building

Easting 337179

Northing 973329

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Category B Listed Building; HB Number 1804 

John O' Groats Mills. The larger mill (ND37SE 27.00), built in 1750 and rebuilt in 1901, is a 
handsome 3‐storey rubble building, on an L plan, with a double kiln. The machinery is driven 
by an 8‐spoke overshot wood and iron wheel, 4ft 3ins (1.3m) wide by 13ft (3.96m) diameter. 
Nearby is a smaller mill (ND37SE 44.00) with a similar wheel, 2ft 10ins (0.86m) wide by 12ft 
(3.66m) diameter.
J R Hume 1977.

John o'Groats Mill, Huna. Two corn mills: the larger (1750) was originally a threshing mill, but 
was rebuilt in 1901 as a corn mill. This reversed the function of the smaller mill (1846) which 
then became the threshing mill. The former has a tall double‐vented kiln, the mill motivated by 
an overshot wheel. Both mills share the same lade.
E Beaton 1996.

MILLS:
1750,1845,1860,part converted 1901, and new build 1901. Large. south facing 3‐storey, L‐plan 
rubble mill, tooled rubble dressings. 3‐storey kiln(1901) takes up outer 2 bays of east wing, 
with entrance at base, 2 large cast‐iron stays 2 wallhead vents and 2 tall square ridge vents. 
Mill entrance to right in south elevation of re‐entrant, with 1st floor loft door above and 
projecting 
chute gable breaking wallhead above that. Lean‐to wheel‐house abuts west elevation masking 
overshot wheel served by lade carried on rubble piers. Caithness slate roof. Smaller 2‐storey, 2‐
bay rubble mill flanks west side of lade (which serves both mills) and from which water is 
deflected to serve north gable wheel. Further irregular single and 2‐storey rubble range 
comprised of 1845 workshop/stable 1896 meal girna completes complex; Caithness slate roofs.
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Site Gazeteer

Site Number 25

Site Name John O'Groats Mill, Mill Cottage

Type of Site COTTAGE

NMRS Number ND37SE 27.01

HER Number MHG15125 & 37700

Status Listed Building

Easting 337155

Northing 973370

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Category C(S) Listed Building; HB Number 1805 

Earlier 19th century single storey, 3‐bay cottage with centre door masked by later projecting 
gable porch, and with additional single bay wings at east and west gables. All harled. Mainly 
multi‐pane glazing; end stacks; Caithness slate roof but corrugated roofing to east gable wing. 

Cottage approached directly from Mill by bridge.

Site Number 26

Site Name John O'Groats, Threshing Mill, Workshop And Stable

Type of Site COTTAGE, STABLE, WORKSHOP

NMRS Number ND37SE 44.01

HER Number MHG47076

Status Listed Building

Easting 337174

Northing 973310

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Category B Listed Building; HB Number 1804 

MILLS:
1750,1845,1860,part converted 1901, and new build 1901. Large. south facing 3‐storey, L‐plan 
rubble mill, tooled rubble dressings. 3‐storey kiln(1901) takes up outer 2 bays of east wing, 
with entrance at base, 2 large cast‐iron stays 2 wallhead vents and 2 tall square ridge vents. 
Mill entrance to right in south elevation of re‐entrant, with 1st floor loft door above and 
projecting 
chute gable breaking wallhead above that. Lean‐to wheel‐house abuts west elevation masking 
overshot wheel served by lade carried on rubble piers. Caithness slate roof. Smaller 2‐storey, 2‐
bay rubble mill flanks west side of lade (which serves both mills) and from which water is 
deflected to serve north gable wheel. Further irregular single and 2‐storey rubble range 
comprised of 1845 workshop/stable 1896 meal girna completes complex; Caithness slate 
roofs. 

All internal machinery in situ
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Site Gazeteer

Site Number 27

Site Name John O'Groats Mill, Mill Dam

Type of Site MILL DAM

NMRS Number ND37SE 27.02

HER Number MHG49618

Status Unprotected

Easting 337208

Northing 973165

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Pond (undated) (Highland HER).

Site Number 28

Site Name John O'Groats Mill, Mill Lade

Type of Site LADE

NMRS Number ND37SE 27.03

HER Number MHG49618

Status Unprotected

Easting 337237

Northing 973179

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description None Available

Site Number 29

Site Name None available

Type of Site WELL

NMRS Number

HER Number

Status Unprotected

Easting 338060

Northing 973370

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description A well is marked at this approximate location on the 1st Edition 1:10,560 Ordnance Survey 
map (Caithness Sheet 3) of 1873.
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Site Gazeteer

Site Number 30

Site Name None available

Type of Site BUILDING

NMRS Number

HER Number

Status Unprotected

Easting 338040

Northing 973430

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description A roofed structure is marked at this approximate location on the 1st Edition 1:10,560 
Ordnance Survey map (Caithness Sheet 3) of 1873.

Site Number 31

Site Name Kennels

Type of Site BUILDING, KENNELS

NMRS Number

HER Number

Status Unprotected

Easting 338030

Northing 973330

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description A roofed structure is marked at this approximate location on the 1st Edition 1:10,560 
Ordnance Survey map (Caithness Sheet 3) of 1873. A building labelled 'Kennels' is marked on 
the 2nd Edition masp of 1907. A small unroofed dtructure is shown next to the kennels on the 
1:10000 map of 1960 (Sheet ND37SE). The map of 1976shows roofed structures between the 
kennels and John o' Groats House Hotel, one of which is marked 'PC' = Public Convenience.

Site Number 32

Site Name Cistern

Type of Site CISTERN

NMRS Number

HER Number

Status Unprotected

Easting 338030

Northing 973080

Parish CANISBAY
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Site Gazeteer

Council HIGHLAND

Description A cistern is marked at this approximate location on the 2nd Edition 1:10,560 Ordnance Survey 
map (Caithness Sheet III and III.A) of 1907. The cistern is not shown on the 1:10000 map of 
1976 (Sheet ND37SE).

Site Number 33

Site Name Duncansby

Type of Site PLACENAME

NMRS Number

HER Number MHG13813

Status Unprotected

Easting 338100

Northing 972800

Parish CANISBAY

Council HIGHLAND

Description Placename (Highland HER)
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approximate location of 
proposed development

Figure 5: Extract from map by Ordnance Survey, 1877



approximate location of 
proposed development

Figure 6: Extract from map by Ordnance Survey, 1907



Plate 1: John o’ Groats House Hotel

Plate 2: Cafeteria and hotel from north-east



Plate 3: Walled garden from east

Plate 4: North elevation of hotel from north



Plate 5: Dining room extension from east

Plate 6: East elevation from east



Plate 7: North part of proposed development area from north

Plate 8: Remains of concrete building footings from north



Plate 9: Linear earthwork bank and mound from west

Plate 10:South part of proposed development area from south



Plate 11:John o’ Groats Mills from south

Plate 12:John o’ Groat’s Mill Old Bridge from north-east
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