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Summary 
 

G Geddes was commissioned by TLS Hydropower Ltd to undertake archaeological work at the site of a 

proposed hydropower scheme. The scheme, which harnesses the two streams of Abhainn Shlatach and 

Allt na h-Aire, has been granted planning permission subject to the completion of archaeological works.  

A brief assessment of maps and aerial photographs highlighted the existence of at least two 

archaeological features. Field survey, undertaken in difficult conditions, confirmed the existence of 

these, one a sheepfold, and one an enclosure and quarry, and also discovered a third, a field, high in the 

western valley. All are probably indicators of 18th and 19th century activity related to both arable and 

pastoral farming, features that are relatively common in Scotland. Each was recorded and marked by 

canes, and the development as proposed will not affect them. Some mitigation measures have been 

proposed, after recent discussions with the developer. The report has lodged with the Online Access to 

the Index of Archaeological Investigations (OASIS) project as albaarch1-107083. 
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Introduction 
 

A desk-based assessment and field survey was carried out on behalf of TLS Hydropower Ltd after an 

archaeological condition was appended to planning permission by Highland Council Archaeology Unit 

(HCAU)1. The proposed development area lies in rough unimproved ground immediately west of the 

small village of Glenfinnan, in the parish of Arisaig and Moidart within Inverness-shire (Fig 1, Fig 2). 

Although the area around the development has never been subject to a detailed archaeological survey, 

there are a number of important modern monuments in the area and a suggestion of pre-Improvement 

period activity at least . 

The objectives of this project, as stipulated in the HCAU brief were to survey the development area and 

record any archaeological features that were encountered while causing minimum disruption to the 

development. 

 

Figure 1 – A map of Scotland showing the location of the site at Glenfinnan.  

 

                                                           
1
 The organisation formerly known as Highland Council Archaeology Unit is now referred to as Highland Council 

Historic Environment Team. The earlier term has been used in this report so that it can be most easily cross-
referenced to the project brief (Appendix 2). 
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Figure 2 – Proposed site plan courtesy of TLS Hydropower Ltd.  

Methodology 
 

The desk-based assessment included research of a number of key sources available online and at the 

library of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and History Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS). Historic 

map sources were interrogated through the website of the National Library of Scotland and through the 

staff resources at RCAHMS. Estate maps held at the National Archive of Scotland were not accessible 

during the period the survey was undertaken due to ongoing changes at the archive, although it does 

appear that relevant maps may survive. The National Monuments Record of Scotland is now accessed 

through the Canmore portal at RCAHMS and this was consulted for known archaeological and 

architectural records. It is referred to here as the RCAHMS Canmore database. The Highland Council 

Historic Environment Record (HER) was independently checked (http://her.highland.gov.uk/).  

Field survey was undertaken in a single walkover along each part of the pipe network supplemented by 

checking of areas highlighted by Mr Nick Bard of TLS Hydropower who was onsite during the visit. The 

area of survey was delimited by the streams on the down slope side and the difficulty of the topography 

or 50m buffer on the upslope side (see Fig 5 and 6 for an indication of the lie of the land). All features 

were noted, sketched and photographed on site. Their positions and overall dimensions were recorded 

http://her.highland.gov.uk/
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using 25cm resolution vertical aerial photography held at RCAHMS due to a technical problem with the 

dGPS. In practice, this photography has been found to be more accurate than background Ordnance 

Survey mapping, particularly in a rural area such as this. In addition, it is important to note that the 

features that were discovered are of a large enough size that their location can be recorded accurately 

with an 8-digit grid reference. 

Results 

Desk-based assessment 
The most well-known monuments in the area include the Glenfinnan monument, of 1815; the West 

Highland Railway opened in 1901, and the parish church by EW Pugin of 1874. The village of Glenfinnan 

grew after the construction of the railway, and, although settlement was widespread in the glen to the 

north, there is little to suggest activity in close proximity of the development site.  There are no known 

sites within the development area, and those sites that are nearby, and recorded in the RCAHMS 

Canmore database, are shown in Fig 4. 

Very little of interest is depicted on Blaeu’s  map of the 17th century, and a manuscript of the Pont map 

does not exist for this area. Roy’s Military Survey shows a number of what are presumably townships in 

the area, at the head of Loch Shiel, and extending further up Glen Finnan itself (Fig 3). Estate maps held 

at the National Archive of Scotland were not accessible during the period the survey was undertaken, 

due to relocation at the archive. 

 

Figure 3 – An extract from Roy’s Military Map. Scran 000-000-190-862-C  
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Loch Shiel marked the boundary between Inverness-shire and Argyll-shire and the Ordnance Survey 

covered the development area in 1873 (Inverness-shire Sheet CXXXVI). Published in 1877, the map 

shows the development of Glenfinnan village and the route of the road that had been constructed by 

Thomas Telford in 1818, bringing great changes to the area. The second edition of this map which was 

revised in the early 20th century shows a number of features including a large sheepfold just outside the 

proposed development area (see Feature 2 below). 

Although vertical aerial photographs are available through Google maps, aerial photographs that have 

been geo-referenced professionally were consulted at RCAHMS. Curvilinear rig and furrow survives on 

the higher ground immediately N of Glenfinnan village but it does not appear to extend to the area of 

the proposed development.  
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Figure 4 – The area around Glenfinnan with known sites from the RCAHMS Canmore database. 
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Figure 5 – The Abhainn Shlatach meanders over the pass in the background. The upper part of the pipeline will run along the 
western (left) bank of this stream and an access track may be constructed along the fence line in the foreground to a river 
crossing in the middle distance. 

 
Figure 6 - Looking east along the north banks of the Allt na a-Hire. The wooden post marks the proposed pipe line. The banks 
become steeper as one heads towards the confluence with the Abhainn Shlatach.  



10 | P a g e  
 

 

Field survey  
 

The field visit was undertaken by the author on 18 May 2011 in heavy rain showers. The area was 

walked in one transect, looking at the upper Abhainn Shlatach, followed by the Allt na h-Aire, and finally 

the lower Abhainn Shlatach below the confluence. Due to the failure of a dGPS survey unit, the sites 

could not be surveyed accurately on the day. Those features that were identified were subsequently 

located and digitised from geo-referenced vertical APs which have been found to be considerably more 

accurate than background OS mapping. Feature 1 and 2 were marked with bamboo canes and barrier 

tape. The third feature was not marked as it is out with as opposed to offset from the alignment of the 

pipeline and is less likely to be affected. Figures 5 and 6 are general shots that give an indication of the 

character of the landscape. 
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Feature 1 

Classification: Sheepfold, quarry 

Location:  NM 8900 8135 

Entered into RCAHMS Canmore database as NM88SE 6 

This rectangular enclosure is situated in rough ground on the raised SW bank of Abhainn Shlatach. It 

measures about 33m from NW to SE by 24m transversely over a low turf wall which, where best 

preserved along the SW, measures 0.5m in width and 0.5m in height. A gap in the wall at the S corner 

may have been an entrance, while further turf features at the N corner are of unclear function. 

Immediately to the N of the enclosure there is a quarry scoop which has been let into the SE face of a 

natural mound. The scoop is 6m in length, 3m in width and about 2m in height at the rear. Some loose 

stone within the enclosure may be from this quarry scoop, which was perhaps used for the road or 

railway construction.  

A large enclosure annotated ‘sheepfold’, not all of which is now apparent in the field, is depicted here 

on the 2nd edition of the OS 6-inch map (Inverness-shire Sheet CXXXVII, c1902).  

 

 

Figure 7 - A general view looking towards Feature 1, taken from the W. Part of the turf enclosure is visible in the centre of 
the photograph, and the quarry scoop is cut into the natural knoll visible in the foreground. The pipeline will pass by in the 

foreground. 
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Figure 8 – Feature 1 – the turf enclosure, taken from the NW. 

 

Figure 9 – Feature 1 includes a quarry pit. This general shot was taken from the S, and the turf wall of the enclosure can be 
seen in the foreground. 
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Feature 2 

Classification: Sheepfold 

Location: NM 8914 8120 

Entered into RCAHMS Canmore database as NM88SE 7 

This oblong enclosure or sheepfold is situated in rough ground on the S bank of Abhainn Shlatach. 

Irregular in plan, it measures about 45m from E to W by 20m from N to S, and is defined, except at the E 

end, by a turf wall up to 0.6m wide and 0.6m high, constructed from turfs cut along its outer edge. At 

the SW corner of the enclosure, a turf wall runs off to the SSW probably to act as a ‘funnel’ for sheep, 

while a depression at its NNE end may just be from turf stripping. A larger depression, 3m square by 

0.6m in depth, at the E end of the enclosure is of unclear function.  

The shape of this enclosure, coupled with the freshness of the turf cutting and the condition of some of 

the turf walling suggests that this feature is unlikely to be more than perhaps 150 years old and it is very 

likely that it relates to the management of sheep in this rough pasture.  

 

Figure 10 – The location of the second feature, taken from the NW. The pipeline will pass by in the foreground, but there is a 
possibility that track access (indicated by a black line) will cross the river near this feature. The area that the track crosses 

was surveyed as part of this project.  
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Feature 3 

Classification: Enclosure, field (possible) 

Location: NM 8875 8010 

Entered into RCAHMS Canmore database as NM88SE 8 

This enclosure is situated in rough ground the N side of the Allt na h-Aire. Measuring 20m from NW to 

SE by 12m transversely, the enclosure is defined by turf banks that have spread to 1m wide in places and 

0.5m in height. A linear bank within is of unclear function.  Despite no clear evidence for cultivation, the 

accumulated soil in the interior suggests that the enclosure may have been a small arable field.  

 

 

Figure 11 – A general shot of feature 3, an enclosure or field, taken from the W. The intake for the pipeline will be half way 
between this feature and the woodland.  
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Feature 4 

Classification: Drain (s) 

Location: NM 897 807 

Entered into RCAHMS Canmore database as NM88SE 9 

A series of linear features at 6m intervals run from SW to NE within the thickly wooded and overgrown 

SW bank of the Abhainn Shlatach. At 0.5m in width and 0.4m in depth, the features run up to and over 

natural bedrock terracing and reflect a pattern of drainage perhaps related to forestry planting.  

In addition to these discrete features, a lengthy turf and stone dyke was identified which enclosed the 

woodland to the SW of the development area. This dyke may well be 18th century in date as the 

enclosure is clearly shown on the 1st edition of the 6-inch OS map. It will not be affected by the 

development. 

 

Figure 12 – Much of the steeper SW banks of the Abhainn Shlatach below its confluence with the Allt na h-Aire were heavily 
overgrown and wooded. Given the steepness of the ground, there is little potential for any significant features. 
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Mitigation measures 
 

The three main features noted above are out with the route of the pipeline as proposed in the planning 

application. Features 1 and 3 in particular are unlikely to be affected in any way. The developer has 

suggested that track access may have to be constructed utilising the existing track and fence lines 

immediately NE of Feature 2 and this area has been identified as a likely crossing point (see Fig 10).  

It is likely therefore that damage to this feature will occur and it is therefore recommended that the 

feature be planned in detail if these operations commence, particularly since its age and function are 

not completely clear and it has not been mapped by the Ordnance Survey. An interpretative plan of the 

features should be produced at a scale of 1:250 or thereabouts, either with a traditional methodology 

such as plane table or tape and offset or using a Total Station or similar. The position and orientation of 

the feature has been accurately fixed using aerial photographs, and a ‘floating survey’ will therefore 

suffice. This survey will help establish the significance of the feature. It is almost certainly related to 

sheep farming in the area in the 19th century, and, if so, is one of a number of similar features found in 

the Highlands and Islands, and is arguably of little significance.  

If, conversely, the feature is interpreted as of more potential significance than a 19th century sheep fold, 

it may be appropriate to undertake a watching brief  during the removal of any or this entire feature for 

the construction of a track way. This decision should also be affected by the extent to which the feature 

will be damaged – a proportion of the feature could be removed without having a completely 

deleterious effect on it.  

If a watching brief goes ahead, particular attention should be addressed to the collection of any small 

finds that would help to understand the date or function of the feature, but detailed recording (other 

than photography) should be limited unless anything significant is discovered.   

Conclusions 
 

The desk-based assessment demonstrated that there are a number of known archaeological and 

architectural sites in the wider area, most of which are features related to or facilitated by the 

development of better transport routes from the 19th century. Evidence for 18th century townships and 

cultivation is limited to sites within Glenfinnan itself, and is out with the scope of this project. The 

development area has probably been used for rough grazing for cattle although it is possible that some 

of the lower ground on the NE side of Abhainn Shlatach has been cultivated at one stage. The woodland 

to the S of Allt na a-Hire was planted in the 19th century and related turf banks will be un-affected. 

The sheepfolds presumably relate to later use of the landscape, as with most of ‘highland’ Scotland as 

extensive sheep runs from, let’s say, 1800. The small field or enclosure may represent a 18th or 19th 

century attempt to test potential for cultivation, or may simply be a long-used enclosure for stock. 

Drainage features in within the woodland are probably relatively recent. Mitigation measures have been 
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proposed should the development proceed in a way that is altered from the original proposal. If the 

proposal remains the same, features 1-3 lie out with the development area, whole feature 4 is of little 

significance. 
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Appendix 1 – Written Scheme of Investigation 
Submitted 28 April 2011, accepted 29 April 2011.  

New hydropower scheme to generate electricity at the Abhainn Slatch, at Slatach Power Station, 

Glenfinnan (10/03033/FUL) 

Written Scheme of Investigation or Project Plan for an Archaeological Field Survey  

Planning permission has been granted for this development, subject to an archaeological condition 

which requires an archaeological field survey, and, dependant on the results, an archaeological watching 

brief. A specification for this work was issued by Highland Council Archaeology Unit in November 

2010.This document outlines the methodology of the field survey to be agreed in advance of fieldwork 

in May 2011.  

Prior to the field survey, a desk-based assessment will be undertaken on the development site. An initial 

assessment shows that there are no known archaeological sites, no features on the 1st edition of the 

Ordnance Survey 6-inch map, and few features visible on current vertical aerial photographs. Further 

research will place the development site in the context of surrounding known archaeological sites and 

historic buildings using secondary sources. Historic maps that are available through the National Map 

library of Scotland will be consulted, and the availability of relevant estate documentation (such as 

estate maps) in the National Archives of Scotland will be assessed. Both the Highland Council’s Sites and 

Monuments Record and the National Monument Record of Scotland (hosted by RCAHMS2) will be 

consulted for information on sites in the local area, and the other resources of RCAHMS including 

Historic Land Use data, Scran, and Scotland Places for example, will also be consulted. Readily available 

vertical aerial photographs will be consulted as will the oblique collections of RCAHMS. This work shall 

be drawn together in a short summary report. 

A walk-over survey will be undertaken by a single qualified archaeologist covering the area directly 

affected by development and a 50m buffer in any direction. Areas of the buffered ground are both 

heavily vegetated and steep, and these areas will be sampled. Discussions with the developer will be 

undertaken to ensure that the survey will include areas that may be subject to impact through access, or 

small changes in routing. 

If features are discovered, their position will be recorded with a Trimble Geo XT survey grade dGPS, 

accurate to c1m. This type of equipment cannot be used to accurately map shapes (since the error may 

vary in both size and direction), and a combination of large scale sketch plans, the dGPS, and rectified 

aerial photographs will be used to map features. Features will be described according to the well 

established formula of RCAHMS, and at least one high resolution digital photograph will be taken of 

each feature. The area of the walk-over survey, and the features that are discovered, will be provided to 

HCAU as a geo-referenced dxf or shapefile. 

                                                           
2
 Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historic Monuments of Scotland 
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A report on the desk-based assessment and walk-over survey will be prepared with illustrations 

including scaled maps, drawn up sketch plans, and digital photographs. This will be submitted to HCAU 

and RCAHMS. Any project archive will be submitted to RCAHMS. The report will include 

recommendations on mitigation measures for further phases of work.  
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Appendix 2 – Brief for archaeological work 

s 
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Appendix 3 – Photographic register 
 

Number Taken from  Description 

1 SE General view of upper survey area on Abhainn Shlatach 

2 NE 
General view across Abhainn Shlatach towards woodland Druim na h-
Aire 

3 SE View of quarry, feature 1 

4 WNW View of sheepfold, feature 1 

5 WNW View of sheepfold, feature 1 

6 WNW View of sheepfold, feature 1 

7 W Detail of NE corner of sheepfold, feature 1 

8 SW General view of the site of the intake on Abhainn Shlatach 

9 NW General view of upper survey area on Abhainn Shlatach 

10 NW General view of upper survey area on Abhainn Shlatach 

11 W View of sheepfold and quarry, feature 1 

12 W General view of feature 2 

13 NE Detail of sunken feature at NW of feature 2 

14 NE Detail of turf bank at NW of feature 2 

15 SW Detail of central section of feature 2 

16 NE View of sunken feature at E of feature 2 

17 N View of bank at NW of feature 2 

18 WNW General view along proposed pipe route by Abhainn Shlatach 

19 SW General view looking over Abhainn Shlatach to existing track 

20 WNW General view along proposed pipe route by Abhainn Shlatach 

21 SW General view along proposed pipe route by Allt na h-Aire 

22 N General view along proposed pipe route by Allt na h-Aire 

23 SW General view along proposed pipe route by Allt na h-Aire 

24 SW General view along proposed pipe route by Allt na h-Aire 

25 N General view showing plantation bank on E bank of Allt na h-Aire 

26 SW General view along proposed pipe route by Allt na h-Aire 

27 W General view across Allt na h-Aire in upper reaches of survey area 

28 SW General view across Allt na h-Aire in upper reaches of survey area 

29 SE View of feature 3 

30 W View of feature 3 

31 NW View of feature 3 

32 SE View of area where proposed pipeline will cross Allt na h-Aire 

33 NW 
General view of proposed pipe route along lower reaches of Abhainn 
Shlatach 

34 SE 
General view of proposed pipe route along lower reaches of Abhainn 
Shlatach 

35 NW 
General view of proposed pipe route along lower reaches of Abhainn 
Shlatach 

36 SE General view of proposed pipe route along lower reaches of Abhainn 
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Shlatach 

37 NW General view of drainage ditches 

 


