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Abstract
AOC Archaeology Group were commissioned by the
Caithness Archaeological Trust (CAT) to undertake a
Conservation Management Plan for the broch
settlement at Nybster, Auckengill, in line with their
aspirations to develop the site as a heritage asset.
Sited close to the newly-opened Caithness Brochs
Centre, Nybster is an ideal candidate for
development and presentation of the county's later
prehistoric and early historic archaeology. This
document comprises an assessment of the
significance of the monument, an agenda for
academic research and understanding of the site, an
assessment of its current condition and conservation
requirements and the identification of a long-term
plan for its presentation to the public. In accordance
with CAT's aims, the document also proposes that
the archaeological programme of works necessary to
realise the presentation of the monument also be
used as a vehicle for galvanising local interest in the
archaeology and cultural heritage of Caithness more
widely.
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1. Background to the plan
This Conservation Management Plan has been produced by AOC Archaeology for Caithness Archaeological
Trust (CAT). The CMP is in furtherance of CAT’s wider aim, which is to identify sites that require
regenerative development in order to ensure preservation of the county’s heritage, open sites to as many
communities and groups as possible and to present them through clear interpretation. Their aspiration is to
ethically use the area’s heritage to engage local people and visitors with their own past. The development of
the monument at Nybster is part of this plan.
Any development of Nybster will build on the foundations of the Caithness Broch Centre which opened in
2009. The museum, quarter of a mile from Nybster, tells the stories of the place of brochs within the
Caithness. The Centre explores three key themes: The 19th- and early 20th-century communities who first
excavated the brochs; the communities who lived in the brochs; and the legacies the brochs bring to the
present day communities. As such the opening and interpretation of a broch for public visitation is a natural
step forward.
Plans to create a community project at Nybster Broch with the monument eventually opened to and
interpreted for the public also fit in with the Highland Structure Plan Policy BC2 (2001) which indicates that
developments which include research projects with the potential to increase tourism and understanding will
generally be supported.
This plan will identify the significance of the monument at Nybster. It will outline the plans that CAT has for
developing the site into a heritage attraction. The impact of these plans on the significance of the monument
will be assessed and general policies will be offered to ensure that these impacts are minimized. This will
allow for maximum retention of the monument's cultural value while furthering the understanding of the
monument, making it realistically accessible to the local community and visitors.
The full extent of the works required to develop the site into an accessible heritage attraction and more
detailed policies pertaining to this development cannot be specified in detail at this stage. Further survey and
excavation is needed to enable a fuller understanding of the site and to therefore be able understand the
best way it can be interpreted for the public. This plan will suggest a programme of works which will result in
a fuller understanding of the site and will allow for the implementation of more site specific policies and the
identification of further actions which may be required to make the site accessible. It should however be
noted that any further policies drafted or programme’s of work suggested should adhere to the general
policies laid out within these documents.
This plan is owned by CAT who is responsible for its implementation.

2. Stakeholders
The land on which the monument sits is owned by Alistair Matheson. As a scheduled ancient monument
(SAM) it is also under the jurisdiction of Historic Scotland. Another important stakeholder is Highland Council,
which owns and runs the nearby Caithness Broch Centre and which has been encouraging visitors to
Nybster for many years. There is a designated car park off of the A99 that allows car parking at the shore; a
sign post on the A99 encourages visitors to the site.
Highland Council (then Caithness District Council) has had a long interest in brochs, and Nybster specifically.
Having opened the John Nicholson Museum in 1984 – later renamed the Northlands Viking Centre –
Caithness District Council considered ways of adding to the Museum’s attractions. One suggestion was to
construct a replica broch. In 1985 a report was commissioned to advise on the feasibility of replica
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construction in a wider context of interpreting brochs in Caithness. The report Brochs in Caithness: A Plan for
their Interpretation (Swanson 1985) concluded that there was very little interpretation of brochs anywhere in
the north and west of mainland Scotland, and that a prime opportunity exists in Caithness for telling the story
of the brochs in connection with the John Nicholson Museum. This would, it was believed, promote tourism in
the District and increase the attractiveness of the museum to visitors.
The report concluded that there were enough suitable remains to tell the story of Caithness brochs, if treated
correctly.
Eight brochs sites across the county were believed to be of interest to the average visitor, of which some or
all could form the cornerstones of a broch trail, incorporating the museum. The report concluded that:
‘…Nybster should be first priority for the development of on-site interpretation because of its
proximity to the [Northlands] Museum’ (Swanson 1985, summary ii).
The report concluded that:
‘…there may be a need for some amendments to the display in the John Nicholson Museum
as a result of assessed visitor reaction; the need for a strong central focus telling the broch
story; and the need to link closely Museum, on-site interpretation, and interpretative
publications….It is suggested that Caithness has a rich archaeological heritage, equivalent to
that of Orkney, and it should be exploited to attract more tourists to the District’ (ibid.).
In 2006 John Barber et al produced Caithness a River of Stone: A Report on the Ethical Use of Heritage for
Rural Economic Regeneration and Community Development in Caithness. This report identified Nybster as
‘one of the best candidates for understanding the evolution of different Iron Age structures on one site’
(Barber et al 2006:102).
No work was undertaken on these recommendations until 2005 when the Caithness Archaeological Trust
and members of the local community (who subsequently formed the Auckengill Heritage Trust) began an
ambitious programme of works. Following the earlier recommendations they raised £350,000 to undertake a
revamp of the Northlands Viking Centre, turning it into the Caithness Broch Centre, which opened in 2009.
Encouraged by the recently opened Caithness Broch Centre, all the aforementioned parties are eager to
make the Nybster site more accessible, whilst following stringent ethical codes of professional practice.
Together with a programme of education and sustainability it is envisaged that this project will increase the
feeling of pride and enjoyment of their natural and cultural heritage and allow the site to be managed,
celebrated and enjoyed for many years.
In summary, the major stakeholders are the landowner, Historic Scotland, Highland Council, the Caithness
Archaeological trust, the Auckengill Trust and the local community, particularly the local primary school, in
Keiss.

3. Understanding the Site
The following section describes the site at Nybster in detail, outlining the history of research on the
monument and the developmental sequence of the settlement as currently understood. As a result of 19th
century investigations many of the structures are visible today, and in several places relative relationships
can be established. This general developmental sequence provides the basis for the following description,
and the foundation of the best pre-excavation hypotheses of chronological and structural development at
Nybster.

© AOC Archaeology 2011

|

PAGE 6 OF 30

|

www.aocarchaeology.com

Nybster Broch: Conservation Management Plan

3.1 Description of the heritage asset
2

The cliff promontory on which Nybster is situated comprises an area of just under 1300m behind an
enclosing rampart (Plate 1). Centred on ND 3702 6314, the site is dominated by an Atlantic roundhouse
15.8m in average external diameter, described by previous surveyors as a ‘probable solid based broch’
(Mackie 2007: 477). Numerous external outbuildings have been constructed around the roundhouse,
presumably in a secondary phase of building on the promontory. In all, excluding the roundhouse and
enclosing outwork a minimum of 11 subsidiary buildings can be identified on the promontory.
A full description of the broch itself can be read in Mackie 2007 and in Cavers et al 2004. Cavers' paper also
provides full descriptions of the outbuildings associated with the broch. A full and detailed plan (Figure 3) of
the site was also made in 2004 as a result of the survey.
th

The site was first excavated by Sir Francis Tress Barry and John Nicolson in the late 19 century (see
Anderson 1901) and has recently undergone limited excavation by Andy Heald in 2005.
Sir Francis Tress Barry is a central figure in the story of Caithness broch archaeology and the wider birth of
broch studies. Between 1890 and 1904 he and Nicholson excavated more than 25 sites including at least 14
brochs. History has not been kind to Tress Barry and later scholars have often treated his investigations as
second-class archaeology. Referring to his investigations of chambered cairns Davidson & Henshall (1991:
9) state:
‘ In the early years of this century three chambers in the north of the county were
ineptly investigated by Sir Francis Tress Barry, an elderly English MP who had
b[r]ought Keiss Castle’.
This is a harsh judgement. Tress Barry did not view himself as a competent archaeologist and, conscious of
this weakness, he regularly sought advice from Rev J M Joass and from Joseph Anderson. Furthermore, he
was happy to entrust interpretation and analysis to more highly qualified individuals (see RCAHMS 1998: 6;
Baines 2002: 13). Despite presenting lectures to various societies Barry never published any of his work, this
1
was left to Anderson . The two were acquainted by 1890 when Barry accompanied Anderson, then Keeper
of the National Museum of Antiquities, Edinburgh, to various monuments in Caithness, including the broch at
Yarrows (RCAHMS 1998: 5-6). Anderson suggested that, despite the work at Dunbeath by W S T Sinclair in
1866 and at Ousdale by J MacKay in 1891, prior to the work of Tress Barry few brochs had been
systematically excavated ‘for the purpose of scientific record’ (Anderson 1901: 113). This complimentary
approach to Tress Barry’s work may have been influenced by Anderson’s desire to acquire the finds for the
National Museums of Antiquities. Anderson probably accepted that Tress Barry’s techniques were coarse,
but he would gladly accept, record and display the finds Tress Barry uncovered.
As Batey (1984: 2) tells us, the fact that no other brochs have been located within the north-east coastal
margin since Barry’s work suggests that he had some form of organised approach to the identification of the
sites that interested him. Few written records survive of his work, and while they may have been destroyed
or lost (see below) it is possible that Tress Barry was simply not interested in written records. Instead, he
gave greater precedence to other forms of recording. He was one of the first individuals to use photography
extensively on archaeological sites in Scotland. Sketches and watercolours were also crucial to his method.
Tress Barry clearly saw the value of photography and plans, stating in his 1899 lecture to the Society of
Antiquaries of London that:

1

Anderson was a valuable vehicle for the collection and preservation of finds and the recording and dissemination of other individual’s
work in Caithness that would probably have never published otherwise. For example, Anderson reported on a number of broch
excavations including Dunbeath, Old Stirkoke and Bowermadden (Anderson 1890).
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‘I took photographs of the more important points of interest…These will also serve
the purpose of giving a better idea of the appearance and structure of these Brochs
conjointly with the plans than any mere written description can possibly do’
Given his passion for excavation and his disinterest in publication (at least in his own involvement in
publication of his results) Tress Barry nonetheless demonstrates that he was technically competent in his
fieldwork and his proximate goal appeared to be the revelation of architectural remains for the benefit of
others.
Not only were the plans and sketches (Plate 2) integral to the story of the brochs, they also link us to John
th
th
Nicolson, a little known but extremely important figure in late 19 and early 20 century Caithness
archaeology. John Nicolson was a renowned sculptor and artist who spent much of his life at the Half Way
House in Auckengill, a small village between John O’Groats and Wick. During the salmon fishing season,
Nicolson collected salmon with a horse and cart from all the small harbours between Mey and Keiss and
delivered them to Wick. It was on these journeys that he made observations of possible archaeological sites
across the north and east coasts (A. Sutherland pers. comm.). As well as farming, Nicolson had a keen
interest in prehistory and history. This passion led to him working with Sir Francis Tress Barry on many
excavations, particularly those in and around his north-east homeland. Nicolson’s role in Tress Barry’s work
cannot be overstated and his sketches and watercolours were central to much of Tress Barry's record;
indeed, they are often the only surviving record of the structures and artefacts recovered. After Tress Barry’s
death in 1907 Nicolson continued to investigate the archaeology of Caithness. His knowledge of the county
was highly valued and in 1910 A.O. Curle consulted Nicolson about Tress Barry’s work, specifically enquiring
whether he had any plans or photographs that he could make available to RCAHMS for inclusion in the
publication of their Inventory. His assistance was duly acknowledged in that publication (RCAHMS 1911;
RCAHMS 1998: 7). Nicholson was evidently an engaging personality, described in a delightful passage in
Curle’s journal as
‘…one of the most amusing characters I have met in my wanderings… By nature
he is an artist. He can draw, paint and sculpture. Though amateurish his pictures
are full of humour and character, and his drawings of antiquities neat and
accurate….and Caithness is much indebted to him for the exploitation of its ancient
structures’ (RCAHMS MS/36/2).
Nybster was a key site excavated by Tress Barry and Nicolson. Finds from their excavations included bone
and stone objects as well as pottery, awls, borers, combs, a bead, sandstone whorls, discs vessels and
cups, a sherd of Roman Samian ware and two small cups or crucibles of fired clay. Animal bones including
an ox skull and deer antlers were also recovered along with some carbonised oats (Mackie 2007; 478-79).

3.2 Current Archaeological Understanding: Site Development and Phasing
The following description of phasing, as it is currently understood is derived from the survey report by Cavers
et al (2004). The following should be read in conjunction with Figure 3.
Despite Tress-Barry’s extensive excavations, which have uncovered at least 13 buildings on the Nybster
promontory, there are relatively few stratigraphic relationships which can be asserted with any great degree
of certainty on the basis of surface inspection of the structural remains as they survive today. For this reason
the stratigraphic sequence is artificially compressed, and further excavation will be required before the
general sequence outlined here can be refined. The sequence described below is based on observable
relationships alone, and makes use of the context numbering system employed by Cavers.
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Phase I
The first identifiable phase of construction includes the defensive outwork, 5000, and the Atlantic
roundhouse structure, 1000. On the basis of surface survey alone there is no way of relating the two
structures chronologically, though it is possible that the promontory was fortified by the defensive rampart
prior to the construction of the Atlantic roundhouse. Certainly the outwork witnessed several phases of
construction, as evidenced by the elaboration of the rampart. The developed entrance to the Nybster outwork
is reminiscent of the blockhouses of Shetland (though examples elsewhere are known) such as at Clickhimin
(Hamilton 1968), Ness of Burghi, Loch of Huxter and Scatness (Carter et al 1995), though at Nybster the
complex architectural features associated with the above examples appear to be lacking, and the
construction of the stairs behind the rampart and door checks within the entrance passage appear to be
secondary additions to the original outwork. Absolute dating evidence for the development of the outwork
may only come with excavation.
Whether the Atlantic roundhouse can be reliably dated will depend on whether Tress-Barry’s excavations
reached the primary levels of the structure, and whether in-situ deposits remain undisturbed. The lack of
classic broch architecture in the Nybster structure may further complicate dating. Excavation of parts of the
surface of the broch wall in 2005 did not encounter complex intra-mural features typically associated with
broch architecture, although their presence in unexcavated areas cannot be ruled out.
The broch structure at Nybster: discussion
The Atlantic roundhouse at Nybster is an unusual structure. Unlike most Atlantic roundhouses within socalled ‘broch village’ complexes in the northern Atlantic regions the roundhouse wall is apparently solid, and
there is no evidence of the typical complex features that characterise true ‘brochs’: there are no intramural
galleries or guard cells, there is no staircase of any kind nor any trace of a scarcement, and while the
entrance passage has door jambs there is no bar hole. This raises interesting questions over the original
design, construction and subsequent history of the structure- was Nybster ever a ‘broch’ in the sense that
they are known from classic examples like Mousa, Dun Dornadilla, Carloway or the Glenelg examples?
Even by the standards of Atlantic roundhouses, the roundhouse wall at Nybster is unusually thick (Plate 7).
The wall averages 4.70m in thickness, compared to an internal diameter of 6.24m. These figures provide one
of the highest percentage wall base ratios of any Atlantic roundhouse, indeed, only those of Ness and Mousa
are higher (Fojut 1981:225). Fojut’s discussion of wall base percentage (PWB) as an index of potential
structure height based on the dimensions of Mousa indicated that that site may well be exceptional within its
Shetland context, having an extraordinarily large PWB. Nybster, however, has a similarly exceptional PWB.
Using Mousa as a model of potential height based on PWB, we can calculate the potential height of Nybster,
if it were ever a true ‘broch tower’, as potentially having been as tall as 12m.
The question of whether Nybster was ever a fully fledged broch tower depends on the presence of relevant
architectural requirements, such as intramural galleries. It is generally held that the complex walling of the
true broch towers was what allowed them to attain their height, as the converging double skinned wall
reduced the weight of the masonry preventing cracking and instability of lower courses. Yet Nybster appears
to lack these architectural details that are seen as necessary for height. It is possible that Nybster’s
intramural galleries began further up the wall than ground level; i.e. that Nybster was a solid-based broch
(Mackie 2007, 477). What is certain is that the quantity of stone used in the construction of the outbuildings
on the Nybster promontory could more than account for the missing superstructure of the Atlantic
roundhouse. It is possible that the roundhouse structure was systematically dismantled and reused during
the later phases of occupation, reducing it in height to a single-storeyed building and removing any trace of
architectural complexity. This scenario has been offered as the reason for the greatly reduced monumentality
of the Atlantic roundhouse during the secondary occupation at Loch na Berie, Lewis (Harding and Gilmour
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2000) and as a general pattern may be applied to various other broch sites (e.g. Ballin-Smith 1994:85; Armit
2004).
Phase II
The majority of outbuildings fall into the Phase II category, and at the time of survey in 2004 and in the
absence of excavation it was difficult to assert a much more refined stratigraphy. During this secondary
phase three principal outbuildings were constructed abutting the Atlantic roundhouse wall: OB11, OB8 and
OB3. A small cellular structure, OB9, was also constructed on the exterior of the entrance to the roundhouse.
OB11 is one of the better preserved secondary structures on the promontory, though it has suffered from the
construction of the original Mervyn Tower, which just clips its SE corner and it may have provided much of
the masonry in the tower’s construction (Plates 8 and 9). There are close parallels with the curving-walled,
cellular form of OB11 from the broch settlements of Gurness (Hedges 1987), Howe (Ballin-Smith 1994) and
Lingro (RCAHMS 1946), and this seems to have been a typical configuration of later Iron Age- ‘Pictish’
phase- settlements around broch sites in the north. The western structures of phases 7-8 at the Howe are
very similar, even with the same double delimiting orthostats in the cells, and it is probable that it is to the
st
th
same chronological horizon- c. 1 to 4 centuries cal AD- that the foundations of the cellular outbuildings at
Nybster belong. OB11 appears to share a wall with outbuildings 6 and 7, suggesting that the three buildings
were constructed as a group. OB6, the roundhouse to the north of the promontory, in turn appears to share a
wall with the complex of OB10 to the W, again suggesting contemporaneity. The OB10 complex continues
westward to abut outwork 5, so that the complex of buildings OB6, 7, 10 and 11 physically span the gap
between the two otherwise unconnected phase I buildings of outwork 5 and the Atlantic roundhouse 1.
OB8, the badly disturbed cellular roundhouse to the E of the Atlantic roundhouse and OB3, an oval building
to the SE share a common wall. As such, they must have been designed and built together and done so very
carefully, since the N wall of OB3 also formed a corbelled cell in the SW corner of OB3. Nicholson’s plan
depicts the two buildings as conjoined, but confusingly with no access from outside; the two buildings can
now be seen to be connected by a doorway in the SE of OB8, the door of which swung outwards from the
roundhouse. Unfortunately, OB8 has been badly disturbed by the construction of Tress-Barry’s monument,
and the E end of OB3 has also been reduced to a state which prevents detailed description of the structure.
Excavation of this area would be necessary before the issue of access into OB3 and 8 can be resolved. OB8
should probably be seen as closely related to the Pictish phase cellular roundhouses mentioned above, but
OB3 probably has its closes parallels with structures like the similarly apsidal ended W building at the Howe
phase 8 (Ballin-Smith 1994:96-7). The development of this structure into the apsidal-ended ‘stalled’ building
at that site is also reminiscent of Nybster’s OB3. The excavator at the Howe compared these buildings to the
wags of Caithness (Ballin-Smith 1994:116; Smith 1990:37), a comparison which would also stand at Nybster,
though the physical similarities of this building to structure 3 in the Norse phases at Buckquoy should also be
noted (Ritchie 1977:184). A similar structure is located at the Keiss Road broch; it is worth noting that at the
Howe, Keiss Road and Nybster there is only one of these sub-rectangular structures, perhaps suggesting
that they served a particular function for each site as a whole.
OB9, the small cellular structure built on the S side of the broch entrance has been badly disturbed by
modern activity on the site. Nicholson shows it as an annex of a long passage structure, curving northwards
from the broch entrance round the E of OB11. Nothing of the passage is visible today (the Tress-Barry
monument lying over much of this area) though a number of deeply embedded orthostats in this area may be
related to this feature. This explanation of OB9 accords well with similar secondary passage features leading
to the broch entrances at Yarrows (Anderson 1873) and the Howe (Ballin-Smith 1994) while the Howe,
Lingro and Gurness all had secondary cells constructed off the S exterior of the broch entrance.
There is little that can be said of the complex OB13 to the S of the promontory, as it has only been exposed
in small stretches by Tress-Barry’s wall chasing trenches. Indeed, the area is greatly confused by his
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unsuccessful attempts to locate stonework. At least one building is present in this area, as evidenced by the
stalled cells and curvilinear walling visible in area 13600. Further orthostats are visible in area 13500, as well
as possible collapsed corbelling, but only excavation could establish the relationship between these two
areas of construction. The OB13 complex is certainly secondary to the defensive outwork, and stalled
orthostats projecting from the inside of the rampart in this area are probably part of the same building
complex. It is possible that the OB13 complex represents an area similar to the curving, stalled areas at
Yarrows. Cliff erosion has claimed part of the E end of the OB13 complex, and stonework leads right up to
the cliff edge. The purpose of the curvilinear wall 13005 which is not part of any visible structure is unclear,
though it may have had a similar purpose to 12001, possibly to define yards or control access around the
site.
OB2, 4 and Phase III
OB4, the double celled roundhouse at the E extremity of the promontory cannot be directly tied into the
sequence, though on stylistic grounds alone it is likely that it relates to the same phase of building as OB11.
It is possible that OB4 underlies OB2 to the NW, though again it is likely that OB2 also belongs to a broadly
contemporary horizon, and the stratigraphic relationship between OB2 and OB4 needs to be tested by
excavation. As a working hypothesis, however, OB2 can be assigned to Phase III, since it constitutes the
only instance of direct overlap visible on the site.
Modern activity
Sir Francis Tress Barry’s excavations aside, the most obvious impact of modern activity on the site has been
the construction of the original Mervyn Tower. The monument, located immediately to the E of the Atlantic
roundhouse entrance, has overlain much of the entrance passage depicted on Nicholson’s plan and most of
the celled roundhouse OB8. There is also a conspicuous space between OB8 and OB4, apparently
untouched by Tress-Barry’s investigations, which may well contain further buildings. Despite the majority of
the monument being moved off the site to its current location to the W of the outwork in the 1980s a large
quantity of spoil from the core of the monument still remains, and the extent of the damage to the underlying
archaeology is unknown. It is very possible that structures beneath the monument core are relatively
unharmed, and that the majority of the damage inflicted on the site was caused by the removal of stones
from OB11, 9 and 8 for the monument’s initial construction.
The numerous horizontal slabs located across the site, often spanning ditches and walls were demonstrated
to be modern wheel-barrow runs- either for Tress Barry’s workmen or for the 1980s moving of the
monument- when a large piece of modern wire, probably from an agricultural implement, was found under
the supporting stones of the two large slabs providing wheelbarrow access over the outer ditch onto the
surface of the outwork.

Excavation in 2005
With the support and consent of Historic Scotland, Highland Council, the Caithness Archaeological Trust and
the local community, and following a survey in 2004 (Cavers et al 2004), preliminary excavations began at
the site in July 2005. The project, funded by National Museums Scotland, is part of a wider research
th
programme centred on re-analysis (survey and excavation) of sites investigated in the late 19 century by Sir
Francis Tress Barry (full research design in Heald & Jackson 2001). There are three main components to
the project: reanalysis of the existing artefact and manuscript collections; survey of the existing monuments
and excavation.
Objectives
Four key aims were identified for the excavation:
© AOC Archaeology 2011
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1.
2.
3.
4.

To ascertain whether archaeological levels survive across the site
To excavate, survey and record any surviving archaeology.
To recover artefactual and environmental information pertaining to the date and use of the site.
To complete analysis of the construction and condition of the monuments

Thirteen main trench areas were proposed and granted SMC from Historic Scotland. Half were opened
during the 2005 season. They concentrated on the broch structure; the broch interior; a possible Pictish
jelly-baby house; a rectangular building; and an area of Tress-Barry wall-chasing trenches around another
possible ‘Pictish jelly-baby house’.
Summary of the excavations
Excavation of the roundhouse walls did not reveal any structural features typically associated with brochs/
Complex Atlantic Roundhouses. In order to classify the site as a broch or complex Atlantic roundhouse we
must depend on architectural requirements, including the presence of intramural galleries. The excavations,
however, did not encounter any evidence of such features (Plate 3). One explanation for this is that that
Nybster’s intramural galleries began further up the wall than ground level; i.e. that Nybster was a solid-based
broch.
th

However, it is equally likely that Nybster was never a 'true' broch. Survey of brochs investigated in the 19 th
century and early 20 century demonstrate that the Caithness remains show great variety in the structures
uncovered. In many cases, for example at Keiss Road (Anderson 1901, 131-9, figs 14-16), Yarrows
(Anderson 1890, 131-42, fig 1) and Ousdale (MacKay 1892, fig 1) typical broch features such as chambers,
passages, intra-mural galleries were uncovered. However, other sites show no such features, for example
Whitegate (Anderson 1901, 127-30, fig 11); none were recorded during the antiquarian work at Nybster
(Anderson 1901, 139-42, fig 20). It is possible that the roundhouse wall may never have been architecturally
complex, i.e. that Nybster is a Simple Atlantic Roundhouse in current archaeological terminology.
Although, at present, we cannot be sure of the original design of the Nybster roundhouse there is good
evidence to show that the roundhouse walls were modified at some point. There were noticeable differences
in construction techniques across the three trenches. In particular, the wall in trench 1 had very small stones
and brash, compared to the other trenches, where it contained more substantial stones, although there were
differences in shape. It is possible that Tress Barry levelled the walls after his excavations. However,
analysis of the photographs taken during his excavations show that the wall was already filled in and level
prior to his work. Further, no modern material was recovered (such as the white china found at Everley
th
broch) suggestive of 19 century interference. The bone pin from context 1101 is of note in this respect.
Although not chronologically diagnostic the pin can be paralleled on a number of other Iron Age sites,
st
particularly those of the 1 millennium AD suggesting that the wall was at least open, and probably remodified, during this period. This suggestion of Middle/Later Iron Age remodelling is supported by the
rebuilding episodes in trench 2 and the general rebuilding episodes visible in the interior wall faces.
Surviving deposits in the roundhouse interior were minimal (Plates 4 and 10). However, those encountered
included structural features and internal fittings and associated occupation deposits. Excavation revealed
that the roundhouse wall does not survive to any greater height than that visible on the ground today. The
surviving archaeological deposits were few, and for the most part apparent immediately after de-turfing and
clearing of deposits deriving from or after Tress Barry's work (Plate 5). Although some contexts produced
considerable amounts of Iron Age material, particularly pottery, bone tools and stone implements, the lack of
untouched sealed deposits means that gaining reliable dating evidence is be problematic. That said, there
were certain areas where untouched archaeology did survive.
The results from the three outbuildings were variable. The deposits encountered in the northern building
were similar to those from the roundhouse interior. Many of the deposits were denuded and truncated in the
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19 century. However, where pockets of archaeology survived they, again, revealed internal fittings and
occupation deposits. Excavation also suggested that other deposits and structures survived underneath the
building.
The adjoining cellular building was more rewarding due to less interference by Tress Barry. Investigation
revealed a series of occupation deposits or dumps which included a range of finds including bone tools,
stone implements, a range of pottery and a copper alloy spiral finger ring. This indicates the richness of the
site in areas that Tress Barry has not investigated.
Excavation of the rectilinear building revealed that the building was in fact a composite building with parts
reusing earlier structures.
The artefact assemblage from these limited excavations was considerable: 814 pottery sherds; 149 stone
objects; 3 bone objects and a copper alloy spiral finger ring were recovered. The project is currently being
written up as a monograph, partly funded by NMS.

3.3 Current Management and Use
The scheduled monument at Nybster is not currently managed except for the occasional clearance of
vegetation from the site. The site is owned by Mr. Mathieson who farms the surrounding area. The site is
however accessible and visited regularly by local walkers and tourists. Highland Council maintains a car park
to the north of the broch and footpath which leads from the car park to the site. In addition, visitors to the
Caithness Broch Centre are encouraged to visit the monument at Nybster.
While there is no current management regime in place for the monument, this has not always been the case.
Little is known about the details of any previous management of the site, but the movement of Mervyn’s
Tower from the centre of the scheduled area to the west of the ramparts in the early 1980s indicates that
Highland Council has previously taken an interest in the condition of the site.
Additionally, as we have seen local communities in Caithness have long wanted to highlight the value of their
heritage to the nation and the contribution they made with early excavations of monumental sites, such as
Nybster. In 2009 a steering group with members from the local area was formed to promote and develop the
Caithness Broch Centre and to plan, organise and co-ordinate work with the local community and local
schools. Work on Nybster Broch was discussed at their early meetings and development of the site was
identified as a priority. The group will be involved in organising a programme of 'off site' events and activities
during the lifetime of the proposed project that will appeal to local people and visitors of all ages.

3.4 Nybster: an Agenda for Research
Nybster occupies a key position in our understanding of Iron Age settlement development in the northern
British Isles (see Hingley 1992). With activity representing the pre-broch, broch tower and post-broch periods
studies of the changing configuration of the settlement in conjunction with studies of the material culture of
the occupants the settlement is of key importance to studies of Iron Age society more widely.
The principal research questions can be broken down into three key areas:
Dating and chronology of the settlement developmental sequence
The relevance of the development of the settlement at Nybster goes beyond the local area, and has potential
to inform our understanding of the settlement sequences of the early, middle and late Iron Ages in northern
Britain more generally. On the basis of non-invasive survey and typological comparisons with other parts of
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the Atlantic north and west the Nybster settlement may encompass a pre-broch promontory enclosure, a
monumental Atlantic roundhouse and several phases of post-broch Pictich and Norse period structures.
Despite the familiarity of the structural forms found at the Nybster settlement relatively few examples of each
have been excavated to modern standards of recording, with post-excavation analyses appropriate to the
establishment of their date and function (examples include the Howe (Ballin-Smith1994), Buckquoy (Ritchie
1977), Dun Vulan (Parker Pearson and Sharples 1999), Beirgh (Harding and Gilmour 2000) and Old
Scatness (Dockrill et al 2010)), and most typological sequences have relied on the evidence from relatively
early excavations such as Wag of Forse (Curle 1948) and the sites investigated by Tress-Barry. The Nybster
sequence therefore, offers the opportunity to investigate the 'long Iron Age' settlement development within
the confines of a single site, recording the stratigraphic relationship of each phase of construction and
applying appropriate dating strategies to locate the sequence chronologically.
The archaeological dating of drystone structures is a methodological challenge for which there is no simple
technical solution. By excavating internal or external deposits, one can only hope to date a phase of activity
that post-dates the construction of the building, i.e. providing a terminus ante quem (or TAQ) for the
structure. It is possible to obtain more informative dating information, however, by dating the contents of
deposits which directly underlie the walls of the structure, thereby providing a terminus post quem (TPQ) for
the construction. Accessing sub-structural deposits is challenging however, without removing the wall itself.
The advantage of the structures excavated by Tress Barry is that in many cases, the wall footings are now
exposed, offering the opportunity to excavate slot trenches that expose the sub-wall deposits, without
damaging in-situ archaeology. It is possible that suitable samples could be obtained for radiocarbon dating
by digging slot trenches along wall footings without running the risk of damaging in-situ archaeology. This
opportunity, unique to Nybster, should be considered a priority for establishing a chronological framework for
the site.
The construction of a reliable chronology for the site, however, will rely upon demonstrating a stratigraphic
sequence for the settlement complex, and excavation trenches should be located so as to maximise the
likelihood of being able to demonstrate relative stratigraphic positions of each of the buildings.
Specifically, the following key research questions summarise the gaps in our knowledge, required for the
interpretation of the Nybster sequence:
x
x
x
x
x

At what stage in the sequence does the enclosure of the promontory belong?
Can a date for the construction of the broch be established?
If the broch was ever a tower, in the sense of the classic examples, at what stage was it dismantled?
Can absolute dates be assigned to the construction of the cellular 'Pictish' style houses?
At what date did occupation of the settlement cease?

The changing material culture of the occupants
The material culture of Caithness is understudied and marginal to many discussions of Atlantic Iron Age (see
Heald & Jackson 2001). However, recent studies (e.g. MacKie 2000) and ongoing reanalysis of the Tress
Barry collection is demonstrating that new stories can be revealed from analysis of the material.
From a chronological perspective it is clear that many areas of Caithness, particularly the north-east were
important foci for Iron Age activity from around the mid-first millennium BC to the late first millennium AD. For
example, the pottery and Roman finds from Stirkoke, Keiss, Nybster, Everley and Crosskirk clearly indicate
occupation in the first three centuries AD; the painted pebbles (Tress Barry 1899; Ritchie 1972; 1998, 176)
and various pins and combs suggest later activity, probably during the Pictish period (Stevenson 1955; Foster
1989a: 80-2).
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Further, the material culture demonstrates that some inhabitants of some areas, particularly Keiss and
Nybster, engaged in long-distance trade, crafts, and consumption of high status goods and materials, For
example fragments of decorated Samian, fine ware and glass vessels illustrate that Roman material was
reaching the area between the first and third/fourth centuries AD. X-ray fluorescence analysis reveals that the
crucible from Keiss Harbour was used for melting tin bronze with notable inclusions of lead and zinc (Heald
2005). The range of goods shows that the inhabitants of Keiss were part of a limited group of northern sites
with access to Roman material and the area is clearly of significance within the region. This pattern is
supported by other finds. In recent studies aspects of craft production have been interpreted as high status,
for example ferrous metalworking (see McDonnell 1998, 160). Non-ferrous metalworking can be viewed in a
similar light (Heald 2005; 2010). Similarly, the rough-out for the triangular weaving tablet from Keiss Harbour
may suggest restricted access to wider aspects of textile working. These plaques were used for the
manufacture of elaborate borders on woven textiles (see Henshall 1950, 148-51; appendix C; MacGregor
1974, 191). Finally, the composite bronze and iron shears from Keiss Harbour, unique in a Scottish context,
can be interpreted as a prestige item. While individually the status of these aspects may be queried,
cumulatively they point to sites of some status.
A key aim in future studies of material culture, therefore, is to take a broader look at the character of the
assemblages, considering the activities represented from apparently prosaic material. For example, recent
work at Whitegate and Everley brochs has produced both decorated and undecorated pottery and, together
with the assemblage from Crosskirk, will lead to a new typology of Caithness pottery. Future work should also
consider the range and type of stone objects. These can lead to new insight into, for example, agricultural
practices and crafts. Pulling together this material and asking wider questions beyond typology will allow
wider discussions to take place. Indeed it has been argued (Heald & Jackson 2001) that across certain areas
of Caithness at specific times we may be witnessing the manipulation of status differences, not through overt
structural types, but through the formal subdivision or restriction of specific goods and perhaps tasks. Certain
inhabitants may have controlled the acquisition and re-distribution of certain goods. In other words, it is the
artefactual evidence that may illuminate important social differences within this small geographical area,
differences that cannot be ascertained through structural analysis alone.

Architecture, function and taphonomy of the structures
Prehistoric dry-stone structures give us a clearer picture of the arrangement of domestic architecture than
most other types of archaeological site are able to offer. Their interpretation, however, is not without its
challenges, and in the majority of Atlantic Iron Age sites, dry-stone structures have witnessed multiple
phases of rebuilding and modification that can often be difficult to detect. Understanding the techniques
employed in the construction of these buildings is essential to interpreting how they functioned and the
details of their internal furnishing and roofing.
While it may never be possible to demonstrate conclusively that the Atlantic roundhouse was a fully-fledged
broch tower, certain analyses of architecture and construction, combined with experimental and theoretical
modelling might provide evidence in support of one side of the argument or another. Excavation in 2005 was
successful in recording the structure of the broch wall and did not encounter evidence for intra-mural cells.
However, the trenches were limited in extent and there is a strong case for further excavation of the broch
wall, in order to confirm or refute its classification as a solid-based or simple roundhouse.
Similarly, the outwork building can clearly be seen to be composite in character from the details of the visible
elevations. However, the order of the constructional sequence is not known, and there are questions over
the character- as well as the date- of the initial construction. It is possible that the original outwork was
similar to the blockhouses found more commonly in Shetland and, although the chronology of that site is
debatable, it seems probable that the blockhouse relates to an earlier phase of activity, probably close to or
before the construction of the broch itself (Hamilton 1968). At Nybster, a key research question relates to the
form of the original outwork, and whether any evidence can be obtained for the date of its construction. It is
uncertain whether there is an external ditch or further structural remains external to the enclosure at Nybster:
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geophysical survey and trial trenching may ascertain this. Such features might be expected to be untouched
by Tress Barry's excavations, however, and so might assist in the dating of the enclosure phase.
Although the antiquarian activity on the site has removed the rubble and post-abandonment levels of many
of the main buildings, several areas remain untouched and might be expected to produce evidence of the
mode of collapse and the post-abandonment history of the site. Outbuildings 10 and 13, particularly, are
candidates for recording structures in association with their collapse debris, providing some evidence of the
taphonomy of the settlement.
Given the highly-three dimensional character of the structures at Nybster, it is recommended that recording
methodologies with the maximum ability to record elevations and 3D relationships be employed. Laser
scanning would be particularly well suited to recording the site.

4. Assessment of the significance of Nybster
The significance of cultural assets may be measured along several different scales and to a great extent, the
intention of the assessor will determine which of those scales carries more significance in the particular
instance. Here we shall consider significance for the aims of the current programme under the headings of:
i)
ii)
iii)
iv)

cultural value,
intangible heritage value,
landscape value and
cultural tourism value.

Clearly, the value of the monument to the local community is one of the key indices of significance. As
demonstrated throughout this document, the brochs of the north east, particularly Nybster, have played a
critical role in the identity of the local community since 1890. The outstanding community value of the site is
implicit throughout this document.

4.1 Cultural Value
Cultural value is defined as the cultural worth or importance of a heritage asset. The extent of the value is
determined by establishing its capacity to inform present or future generations about the past. This definition
is readily accepted by heritage professionals both in Britain and internationally. This definition was first fully
outlined in the Burra Charter (ICOMOS 1999) which states in article one that ‘cultural significance’ or ‘cultural
heritage value’ means aesthetic, historic, scientific, social or spiritual value for past, present or future
generations (Article 1.2). This sentiment has since been adopted by heritage organisations including Historic
Scotland who use the term cultural significance in their Scottish Historic Environment Policy (SHEP) where
they claim that to have cultural significance a monument must have a particular ‘artistic; archaeological;
architectural; historic; traditional (factors listed in the 1979 Act); aesthetic; scientific; [or] social [significance]
– for past, present or future generations’ (2009, 63). In the case of many heritage sites and monuments their
general cultural value has already been established through the scheduling and listing processes applied by
Historic Scotland.
In general the table below has been used as a guideline for establishing cultural value.
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Cultural Value
International and
National

Regional

Local

Negligible

Criteria
World Heritage Sites
or
Iconic Sites and Monuments;
or
Scheduled Ancient Monuments (Actual and Potential);
or
Category A Listed Buildings;
or
Remains of national or international importance, or fine,
little-altered examples of some particular period, style or type
Category B Listed Buildings;
or
Remains of regional or more than local importance, or major
examples of some period, style or type, which may have been
altered.
Remains of national importance which have been partially
damaged.
Category C (S) Listed Buildings
or
Remains of local importance, lesser examples of any period,
style or type, as originally constructed or altered, and
simple, traditional sites, which group well with other
significant remains, or are part of a planned group such as an
estate or an industrial complex;
Cropmarks of indeterminate origin.
Remains of regional importance that have been partially
damaged or remains of national importance that have been
largely damaged.
Relatively numerous types of remains, of some local
importance;
findspots of artefacts that have no definite archaeological
remains known in their context.
Remains of local importance that have been largely damaged;
Isolated findspots;
Undesignated structures

Table 1: Criteria for evaluating Cultural Value
As was noted above the promontory at Nybster which includes the roundhouse, defensive outer works and
outbuildings are scheduled. Following the methodology above and Historic Scotland’s own definition this
means that the monument is of at least national importance. Furthermore it is legally protected by the
Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979. The importance of the site at Nybster has long
been recognised; it having been excavated by Sir Francis Tress Barry in 1895-96 and scheduled in October
of 1934.
Nybster’s significance lies initially in that it is has been defined as a broch. Brochs, found only in Scotland
and particularly across the Atlantic seaboard, have captured the imaginations of scholars for centuries and
are amongst the most studied monuments in British archaeology. In addition to this Nybster appears to be a
multiphase monument with later Pictish and Viking use of the site, and as such has the potentially holds
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information content which will reveal changes of use of sites and changes in culture in Caithness over a
significant period of time.
The significance of Nybster is also enhanced by the history of antiquarian investigation by Tress Barry and
Nicolson, which has meant not only that the site is more accessible and 'legible' than most broch sites, but
also that more is known of the material culture of the occupants of the settlement than is usually the case.
The developmental sequence of pre- and post-broch activity means that the settlement complex occupies a
key position in our understanding of settlement development in the northern British Iron Age. The
excavations and records created by the antiquarian interest in the site not only add to our archaeological
knowledge, but add a further dimension to the human history of the site, and directly link the local
community, descendants of the original excavators, to archaeological interest in Nybster.
A further point of interest is the commemorative monuments constructed by Barry’s team. Mervyn’s Tower is
the most impressive (Plate 6), but others are known, for example, at Ness broch. The sculptures are of a
type we may describe as ‘vernacular’ and are not without cultural value in their own right. Crucial
components of the monuments are plaques stating Barry’s name and the date of excavation (Plate 22),
beasts and grotesques and even flags. Yet they were sometimes more than simple commemorative pieces.
The monument at Nybster provided a raised walkway from which the confusion of structures on the site
could be viewed. It was also a prominent landmark when viewed from the sea and the desire to retain this
‘beacon’ as a navigational aid no doubt influenced the selection of the site to which it was subsequently
relocated. The connection between the monument and local shipping is emphasised by the existence of
other cognate ‘monuments’ at the Nybster pier and slipway built by Nicolson. One of these acts as a signpost
to Nybster Broch and to the promontory fort at Sgarbach. Importantly, some of these monuments were built
over Iron Age structures (uncovered, then backfilled). Tress Barry clearly felt that recording his own presence
in stone in the landscape was as important as the archaeological remains he uncovered. These vernacular
monuments add to the cultural value of the site.

4.2 Intangible Heritage Value
Unesco has defined Intangible Heritage as the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills—
as well as the instruments, objects, aretfacts and cultural spaces associated therewith—that communities,
groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage (2003; 4).
In the case of Nybster it does not only hold cultural value deriving from its potential to inform this and future
generation as a result of its archaeological information content; but, as we have seen, it also holds
significance for the existing Caithness community as whole, as well as for particular groups and individuals.
A key link is the association with the work of Tress Barry and Nicolson between 1890 and 1904. Relatives of
Nicolson still live in the area. Nybster is a symbol of their ancestors’ contribution to early archaeological
investigative process and their contribution to the birth of broch studies. Nybster is also an imprint of the
individuals who uncovered the broch. Nicolson’s enthusiasm and passion for archaeology also inspired
generations of Caithness families, resulting in the continuing legacy of involvement with cultural heritage that
is maintained by today’s community.
In recent years the local community has strengthened their connections with the brochs in and around
Sinclair’s Bay. As well as taking part in the re-excavation and survey of many of the brochs they have also
been integral to the funding, development and delivery of the Caithness Broch Centre. They have also
created a county-wide brochs teacher’s pack, as well as reconstructing a replica broch in Keiss Primary
School playground. Nybster plays a central role in these projects; indeed the roundhouse is the key icon for
the projects, and is used in the emblem of the Caithness Broch Centre.

© AOC Archaeology 2011

|

PAGE 18 OF 30

|

www.aocarchaeology.com

Nybster Broch: Conservation Management Plan

Figure 3: Logo of the Caithness Brochs Centre, incorporating the Nybster roundhouse.
These intangible heritages should be embraced in any dialogue of and engagement with the monument.
Early antiquarians such as Tress Barry and Nicholson to greater or lesser degree manufactured the sites we
now see and influenced how the site was viewed, as well as how groups and communities now define
themselves in relation to their own cultural heritage. Nybster has become, quite literally, an iconic site, both
through its presence and history, as a symbol of what the cultural heritage of Caithness means to the
communities that live there today, and as a marker of local aspirations.
As such, the intangible heritage value of the broch at Nybster is deemed to be of at least Regional if not
National significance.

4.3 Landscape Value
The European Landscape Convention was published in 2000. It was ratified by the United Kingdom in 2006
and became binding in 2007. The ELC defined landscape as:
‘an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of the action and
interaction of natural and/or human factors’ (2000: 3).
Similarly UNESCO has stated that:
‘…cultural landscapes represent the combined works of nature and of man. They
are illustrative of the evolution of human society and settlement over time, under the
influence of the physical constraints and/or opportunities presented by their natural
environment and of successive social, economic and cultural forces, both external
and internal…’ (Fowler 2003: 18).
The aims of the ELC are to promote the protection of landscapes through management and the planning
process. The convention calls for all member states to identify their own landscapes and to assess the value
of the landscapes analysing and making note of changes within and pressures on landscapes. The
convention notes that in assessing landscapes the values assigned to them by ‘interested parties and the
population concerned’ should be taken in account (2000: 4).
In this particular case it is clear that people of Caithness identify brochs as being representative of their own
cultural landscape. This attachment to broch archaeology is demonstrated by the local community's
commitment to the establishment of the Caithness Broch centre and the desire to develop Nybster as a
heritage tourism attraction.
From an academic point of view, Nybster forms part of a rich and varied archaeological landscape which has
clear potential to yield further insights into the nature of Iron Age society in Scotland. Caithness has more
brochs per square metre than any other area of Scotland – there may be as many as 200 in total. The
brochs are spread throughout the arable land of the county (Swanson 1992: 48-49, figure 6) and within these
areas there are many discrete clusters of sites hugging the coastline and meandering up river valleys. In
Caithness terms, they dominate all aspects of the Iron Age landscape and academic literature. In Shetland
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and the Western Isles, Atlantic roundhouses tend to be relatively regularly spaced, around 1 km or more
apart (Fojut 1982; Armit 1992, 109-25). In Orkney, several sites dominate 3.5 km of coastline (Hedges 1987,
2, fig 3.1). Caithness roundhouses are more clustered, and some, for example three roundhouses at Keiss,
are within a 500m radius of one another, constituting one of the densest Atlantic roundhouse distributions in
Scotland. The density is even more marked when we consider that on the same bay, to the north and to the
south, lie Nybster and Wester roundhouses. Intriguingly, this coastal clustering is repeated 6 km to the north
at Freswick bay with Skirza, Ness, and Freswick roundhouses situated on the shore, the first two on clifftops
and Everley 500m inland, all four occurring within a radius of less than 1 km.
Consequently, the archaeological landscape of which the Nybster settlement is a part constitutes a resource
with value beyond the sum of its parts. The imprint that the monumental architecture of the later prehistoric
period in Scotland has left on Caithness has been formative in the creation of the identity of Caithness, with
broch settlements iconic in the landscape and constituting a tangible and direct link between local
communities and their archaeological heritage.

4.4 Cultural Tourism Value
Nybster Broch is a complex site directly opposite the recently established Caithness Broch Centre. It is
currently accessible for visitors. It displays virtually all of the features associated with Iron Age complexes.
These features and their significance could be made appreciable to visitors if excavation to inform the nature,
date and structure of the monument is undertaken complemented by works enabling or facilitating public
access and enhanced by accurate and authentic interpretation. As a flagship site, it offers the potential for
further development work and the creation of a major visitor attraction.
Cultural or heritage tourism has been defined as “that activity which enables people to explore or experience
the different way of life of other people, reflecting social customs, religious traditions and the intellectual
ideas of a cultural heritage which may be unfamiliar” (Borley 1994). The heritage assets of land and culture
are increasingly becoming the basis for economic prosperity, particularly in communities where the decline of
traditional industries has resulted in a heavy dependence on tourism. Visit Scotland (www.scotexchange.net)
states that “the ability of archaeology to disperse visitors to many remote and island communities, …
makes it an attractive market sector, worthy of targeting”.
Tourism is an important contributor to the Caithness economy and research indicates that archaeology is
one of the key ‘pull’ factors.
Although the Nybster Broch site has public access, the site is not interpreted for the layperson. Visitors want
to relate what they see at the Broch Centre to real archaeological remains on the ground. Improved physical
and intellectual access will mean that more people will be able to visit and understand the site and the
importance of the surrounding heritage landscape. A site that is more accessible to the public and is well
presented and maintained will have a positive economic impact on local communities from increased spend
by tourists to the area.
Nybster is on the main routeway to nearby John O’Groats, which brings 112,000 visitors a year. Castle of
Mey, also in close proximity, attracts 38,000 visitors a year. No attractions similar to Nybster exist nearby
and there is clearly scope for an additional visitor site in the area, which suffers from under provision of
visitor facilities.
Currently Caithness under performs in terms of tourism/visitor activity. In 2002 the Enterprise and Lifelong
Learning Committee noted that: 'While Orkney has made a concerted effort at creating a distinctive branding,
capitalising on local history and traditions, with a brand that extends to food sectors as well, Caithness has
found it harder to capitalise on its assets and studies indicate that too many visitors simply pass through'.
The Arkleton Centre for Rural Development: Dynamics in Rural Areas Report 2001 produced similar findings.
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As the demand for more leisure and recreation grows, tourism will become an increasingly important sector
for Caithness and one which will present opportunities for the area. However, creating and taking advantage
of these opportunities will require considerable effort.

5 Management issues and vulnerability
The following sections outline the current condition of the monument, as assessed in 2011, along with
identifying areas of potential future vulnerability.

5.1 Condition
Comment on and analysis of the monument’s condition was undertaken during the 2004 survey, providing
some baseline data from which to evaluate recent changes in condition. This revealed the extent of damage
caused by Tress Barry and degradation to the monument, primarily due to neglect, overgrown vegetation
and erosion, since the time of Tress Barry’s excavations. In 2004 it was noted that cliff erosion had led to the
loss of two to three meters of ground in the area of Outbuilding 7. Additionally it was suspected that that a
small circular cell depicted on Nicholson’s plan in the area of Outbuilding 10 had been lost to cliff erosion. In
addition general neglect and overgrowth had led to the collapse of several features since Tress Barry’s
excavations. These include for example the collapse of orthostats at context 4014 which are shown standing
in photographs of Tress Barry’s excavation.
In addition to natural degradation of the monument some damage was caused features by the works of
Tress Barry. In particular the construction of Mervyn Tower was shown to have disturbed Outbuildings 2 and
8 while stones were robbed from Outbuildings 11 and 9 for its construction. In addition Tress Barry’s
consolidation of Outbuilding 10 included modification of the walls to allow wheelbarrow access. In other
places, as at Outbuilding 10, Tress Barry’s trenching has obscured the relationship between certain features
and areas.
As part of this CMP a further condition survey has been undertaken to assess the current state of the
monument and in particular identify areas that are at the most risk of being lost and/or have been subject to
greater degradation since the survey and excavation of 2004 and 2005.. A summary of the results of the
survey and the issues it raised in respect of the plans to develop the site as a heritage tourism attraction are
presented below.

Condition Survey, January 2011
In 2011, as part of this Conservation Management Plan, the condition of the site was reassessed. The
following statements describe the condition of each of the structures in the settlement complex. Figure 5
summarises the results.
The Broch (1000)
The broch wall as it survives is stable for the most part, but the area around the entrance passage gives
cause for immediate concern. Loss of stonework in the entrance passage itself as well as from the wall
returns at both the internal and external thresholds have meant that the entrance passage is now very
unstable, and at risk of collapse (see Plate 11). This risk would be particularly high if large numbers of
visitors were allowed to walk across the broch wall head without consolidating this vulnerable area.
Although this area should be considered sensitive and is actively eroding, there does not appear to have
been a significant change in condition since the 2004 survey.
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|

PAGE 21 OF 30

|

www.aocarchaeology.com

Nybster Broch: Conservation Management Plan

Outbuilding 2 (OB2, 2000)
Outbuilding 2 is the partially-visible remains of a probable cellular Pictish-style house to the N of the original
Mervyn Tower (Plate 12). No activity has taken place in this area since Tress-Barry's excavations and there
is nothing to suggest that the stonework is unstable or at risk.
Outbuilding 3 (OB3, 3000)
OB3, the apsidal-ended bipartite structure to the S of the broch entrance was partially re-excavated in 2005
(Plate 13). The stonework of the walls is for the most part stable, although the shared wall between OB3 and
OB6 to the N, which employs orthostats and horizontal coursing, is less secure and may be destabilised by
visitors walking across the top. There does not appear to have been a significant change in condition since
2004.
Outbuilding 4 (OB4, 4000)
OB4 is the double-stalled 'Pictish' structure to the E of the promontory (Plate 14). There has been no activity
in this area since Tress-Barry's excavations and no discernible change in condition since 2004. The walls are
low, only 3-4 courses high, and where visible appear to be stable and in good condition.
Outbuilding 5, (OB5, 5000)
OB5 is the defensive outwork which defines the promontory enclosure (Plate 15). Where visible the wall
stands to around 1m in height and is for the most part stable and in good condition. In two places, however,
the wall face of the outwork has collapsed and the surrounding stonework is unstable. While there is no
immediate threat of collapse, and there is no appreciable deterioration in condition since 2004, these areas
should be expected to deteriorate further if large numbers of visitors were allowed to walk across them, and
stabilisation of these areas should be a priority for the conservation of the site.
Outbuilding 6 (OB6, 6000)
Outbuilding 6, close to the N edge of the promontory is a circular structure with a single cell to the E (Plate
16). Partial excavation of the surviving rubble core of the building was carried out in 2005, when the walls
were found to be in good condition, despite exposure by Tress Barry's wall chasing trenches. The proximity
of the structure to the edge of the promontory means that it likely to be at risk of loss to coastal erosion in the
long term, in the way that OB7 has been damaged. However, this does not appear to be an immediate threat
and there has been no appreciable change since the 2004 survey.
Outbuilding 7 (OB7, 7000)
OB7 is a fragment of curvilinear walling, probably similar to OB6 in its original form, but has been badly
damaged by coastal erosion of the promontory. Although the building has been exposed by Tress Barry's
excavations, and has been damaged by coastal erosion, there has been little recent activity in this area and
the visible stonework does not appear to be unstable. Nicholson shows the structure as complete, where as
now only c.50% of the structure remains- illustrating the rate of coastal erosion in the past century. While
coastal erosion must be assumed to be continual, there does not appear to be any immediate threat of
further collapse and there does not appear to have been any change in the past six years.
Outbuilding 8 (OB8, 8000)
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Outbuilding 8 is the fragmentary remains of a circular, celled building, probably similar in form to OB4.
Nicholson's original plan marks this as a complete structure, but it has been badly disturbed by the
construction of the original Tress Barry monument. A small excavation undertaken in 2004 confirmed the
presence of the entrance to this building in the SE quadrant, close to the junction with OB3, but most of the
structure is currently obscured by the monument core. The level of survival of the building beneath the
monument cannot be ascertained, but there has been little activity in this area since Tress-Barry's
excavations, and the structure appears to be stable.
Outbuilding 9 (OB9, 9000)
Outbuilding 9 is a small cellular annex to the entrance to the broch, depicted by Nicholson as the terminus of
a long passageway leading to the broch (Plate 17). Much of this structure has been disturbed by the
construction of the Tress-Barry monument, and only projecting orthostats are visible in the grass, denoting
the location of the passage. The small cell abutting the broch entrance survives in relatively poor condition,
While the structure does not appear to be at immediate threat of collapse, stabilisation would be necessary if
large numbers of visitors were expected on site.
Outbuilding 10 (OB10, 10000)
The label Outbuilding 10 refers to the block of walling and rubble located to the NW of the promontory
enclosure (Plate 18). Little sense could be made of this area during the survey in 2004, but Nicholson depicts
a series of passages and a cell that may have been lost to coastal erosion of the promontory. Other than the
risk of loss to coastal erosion, the stonework appears to be stable, and there has been no detectable change
since 2004.
Outbuilding 11 (OB11, 11000)
Outbuilding 11 is a sub-oval structure with cellular annexes, located to the N of the broch wall and making
use of its outer face (Plates 8 and 9). The stonework has been reduced to around three courses- c.0.4m- in
height to the E, but to the W the building stands to c. 1,5m in height. The stonework, however, is in poor
condition, and many of the stones from the E-facing wall of OB11 have been lost. Excavation in 2005
showed that only around 2 courses (c. 0.1m) of walling are buried, and the unstable stonework should be
considered a priority for consolidation. Rubble lying at the junction between the main internal space and the
cellular annex to the W is probably derived from the collapse of corbelled stonework in the upper courses of
the annex cell. Comparison of photographs of the structure in 2004 and 2011, however, suggest there has
been little significant degradation in recent years.
Outbuilding 12 (OB12, 12000)
Outbuilding 12 is the label given to walling located to the SE of OB 8. Again, this area has been obscured by
the Tress Barry monument, but it is likely that the curvilinear walling to the SE is part of an enclosure
surrounding the circular structures E of the broch, as depicted on Nicholson's plan. The stonework, where
visible, is in good condition and shows no sign of destabilisation since 2004.
Outbuilding 13 (OB13, 13000)
Outbuilding 13 is the label given to the chaotic complex of walling and trenching located to the S of the broch
(Plate 19). Little sense can be made of this area in terms of the structures it represents, largely due to TressBarry's partial excavations, but it is probable that at least one building is located here, possibly a multicellular stalled structure. Nicholson's plan sheds little light on the situation, indicating only the presence of
walling and edge-set orthostats that may denote the presence of a building. Although the cliff-edge is actively
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eroding in this area, there is no sign that the structures have been significantly damaged since Nicholson
drew his plan of the site.
Original Mervyn Tower (Remains of)
The core of the original Mervyn Tower is still a significant feature of the interior of the Nybster settlement
(Plate 20). While the exterior of the monument was moved outside the enclosed space in the 1980s, the
base and rubble core of the structure remains on the site to the E of the broch. The original construction was
relatively rough, probably deliberately evoking the gothic style fashionable in garden architecture and follies
at the time (see plate X), but the remains of the core are now very loose and unstable. The monument core
offers a good vantage point from which to view the site, and it is likely that the majority of visitors to the site
walk to the top, causing further erosion and destabilisation. As such, the remains of the monument require
stabilisation as part of the long-term consolidation of the site.
The source of the construction materials used to build the tower was almost certainly rubble and soils
excavated from the broch, and as such, the contents should be treated as archaeological deposits, and
should be expected to contain archaeological artefacts. This must be considered during any consolidation
works or removal of loose material from the monument core.
The Re-positioned Mervyn Tower
The repositioned Mervyn Tower is located to the W of the broch enclosure outworks. Although the structure
has been built with modern mortar with neater facings than the original tower, in several places this mortar is
loose, and many of the upper courses of the monument are unstable, and require re-pointing as part of the
long-term conservation requirements of the site.

Condition: Summary
Although comparison of photos taken in 2004 and 2011 indicates that there has been little recent change in
the condition of the Nybster settlement, several key areas can be considered fragile and at risk of further
degradation, including in the broch wall and several of the best-preserved buildings. The threats to stability
range from minor (missing stones from wall faces etc) to severe (loss of structures to coastal erosion). The
programme of works for the development of Nybster will need to take cognisance of these threats and design
strategies to mitigate for them, prior to the formal presentation of the site to the public.

5.2 Use
The monument at Nybster is currently accessible via a path leading south from a council car park. The path
is maintained and the Caithness Broch Centre encourages people to visit the broch. Once at the broch some
areas are inaccessible due to overgrowth, terrain and proximity to the cliff edge. As CAT intends for the
monument to be made publicly accessible visitors must be able to move around the site in such a way that
they can understand and engage with site. A fuller discussion of this issue is included in our 'Vision for the
Site', below.

5.3 Constraints
The site at Nybster is a Scheduled Ancient Monument as such Schedule Monument Consent (SMC) will be
required to be granted by Historic Scotland before any excavation or consolidation of the site can take place.
Figure 2 details the extent of the scheduled area. SMC will also be required where it is proposed that
physical changes are required to make the site accessible to the public. This document sets out, in so far as
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it can with the information available at the present, the plans for excavation on site at Nybster and the works
considered necessary for readying the site for public interpretation at a higher level than currently exists.
Regardless of the scale of the programme of works which follows this document, given that the aspiration is
to make the site accessible to the public, appropriate maintenance strategies will have to be designed and
implemented following excavation and conservation.

6. Policy aims and objectives
6.1 Policy context
The monument at Nybster is currently protected as a Scheduled Ancient Monument under the Ancient
Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979. 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 2010, 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. excavation and recording, followed by analysis
and publication, by qualified archaeologists) is a less desirable alternative.
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 assets and also the pattern of the wider historic environment; no historic asset
should be lost or radically changed without adequate consideration of its significance of all means available
to manage and conserve it (1.14b).
In addition to national policy the monument at Nybster is also protected under regional structure plans and
local plans. Structure Plans are strategic land-use policy documents designed to cover a period of several
years, and which set down policies with regard to various land-use types across a broad region. The
Highland Structure Plan was approved by Scottish Ministers and became active in March of 2001. Relevant
policies contained within the structure plan 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.
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.
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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.
In order to carry out further excavation and research on the monument at Nybster, and indeed to consolidate
the monument to make it safe and accessible, Scheduled Monument Consent will be required from Historic
Scotland.

6.2 Vision for the site
Background
Increased interpretation of and access to Nybster has been an aspiration for more than a quarter of a
century. Swanson’s (1985) report concluded that there was very little interpretation of brochs anywhere in the
north and west of Scotland, and that a prime opportunity exists in Auckengill for telling the story of the brochs
in connection with the John Nicholson Museum. This would, it was believed, promote tourism in the District
and increase the attractiveness of the museum to visitors.
Spurred on by the redevelopment of the Caithness Broch Centre the Caithness Archaeological Trust, the
Auckengill Heritage Trust and the local community wish to:
x

increase people’s recognition, understanding and enjoyment of the site.

x

increase interpretation of, and access to, the site.

x

encourage dispersal of visitors to other visitor attractions (e.g. museums and other monuments).

x

conserve the monument and ensure its long-term survival for future generations.

They believe that Nybster has the potential to be the key site for the public presentation of later prehistory
and early history on the northern mainland, and a showcase of the quality of the archaeology of Caithness
and its antiquarian tradition.

Increasing people’s recognition, understanding and enjoyment of the site
It is clear that in order to increase enjoyment and understanding of the site then people need to visit the site
either directly (physical journey) or indirectly (through the internet, leaflets etc). Irrespective of medium or
marketing it is necessary to ensure that any presentation of the site is guided and informed by appropriate
knowledge and research.
In order to interpret the history of settlement at Nybster and present it successfully to the public, the key
research issues identified in Section 3, above, will need to be addressed by a programme of archaeological
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fieldwork and analysis. Although Tress Barry's excavations uncovered the majority of the structures present
on the promontory, many areas remain unexcavated or partially uncovered, necessitating further excavation
to expose their full extent. A full programme of post-excavation analysis in support of the research aims
identified here will also be fundamental to the interpretation of the site.
It is the aspiration of the local community, however, that any archaeological works at Nybster be more than
simply a means to an end, and any archaeological programme of works itself should be seen as one way of
realising the cultural heritage value of the site. It is the vision of the Caithness Archaeological Trust that the
excavation, conservation and interpretation of Nybster be a vehicle for the dissemination of archaeological
knowledge more generally. The importance of Nybster is such that its relevance goes beyond the
archaeological community, and the development of the heritage value of the site should be seen as an
opportunity to allow the wider community to engage with the study of their past, not only for their own benefit,
but for that of future generations in Caithness and beyond.

Philosophy of Interpretation
A wider study of interpretation on archaeological sites across Caithness by the authors has suggested the
following key themes which should be integral to any interpretation work at Nybster:
The first keystone is that as much of the fabric of all aspects of the current ‘monument’ (broch, figure-of-eight
structures, rectilinear buildings, wall-chasing, spoil heaps, barrow runs, Mervyn’s Tower core, Mervyn’s
Tower rebuild) should be maintained and interpreted. This means that the complex remains visible on the
site today would present a challenge to any presentational schemes. But this should be embraced. The
th
remnants of the 19 century should be emphasised. Many visitors to the site have in fact only seen
Mervyn’s Tower, unaware that there is one of the most important Iron Age sequences on northern mainland
Scotland lurking behind.
The second keystone is that the enduring local community story must be presented in a meaningful way, as
at the Caithness Broch Centre.
The third keystone is that the contentious issues involved in many aspects of broch studies should be
emphasised. The visitor should be encouraged to engage in the act of interpretation and the formulation of
their own presentation.

Philosophy of Access
Numerous possibilities regarding access could be envisaged for Nybster. However, irrespective of scheme it
is highly likely that further excavations will be necessary.
At present, visitors walk over the wall-heads along the routes that have probably been in place since TressBarry's excavations, and this is contributing to the destabilisation of the walls in some places.

Access between and through buildings
In an ideal world, a visitor to an upstanding monument would enter through an obvious door or entrance and
follow a natural route or pathway usually within and around a monument, leaving the site either from whence
they entered or through another door. One would normally walk on the old ground surface and/or floor.
The long-term plan for the presentation of the site could involve visitors entering the settlement through the
entrance in the outwork, at the original ground level, and following the original access routes through the
complex to the broch entrance. This arrangement is preferable in that it reduces the erosion and
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destabilisation of the walls through visitor access as well as reducing the health and safety risk of accessing
precarious structures from above. Additionally, the visitor's experience of the site would be enhanced by
following the original route ways through the settlement. The preferred route to access the broch and
structures to the E of the promontory, however, would take the visitor around the S side of the roundhouse,
through the unexcavated rubble of OB13 and through OB12, requiring excavation in both of these areas.
Accessing the broch from the S would also bring visitors through OB9, the ruinous cell to the E of the broch,
which would also require excavation and consolidation.
To achieve this, further excavation would be necessary in areas that Tress-Barry only partially excavated, as
well as in those areas that are apparently undisturbed, in the hope that the original pathways are uncovered
that not only link buildings but provide a more coherent route around the settlement than currently exists.
The most appropriate access solution may be a route that takes in one part of the site, before the visitor
retraces their path to visit other areas. In one proposed solution, the visitor enters the monument through the
promontory entrance and then turns left, visiting the monuments on the north-west side. They then retrace
their steps back to the entrance and continue right (see Figure 5).
Alternatively, access over existing walls could be provided using wooden steps or walkways, although the
aesthetic impact of such an approach would have to be assessed.
Viewpoints
An additional approach, allowing for the installation of interpretation boards, could be to encourage visitors to
stand at key viewpoints. In other words, the visitor could be encouraged to view the monument from afar as
opposed to walking amongst it. This approach may reduce the area of the site requiring excavation before
visitor access can be safely provided.
The nature of the site lends itself to such a viewpoint approach. The surviving core of the original Meryvn’s
Tower could be removed down to an appropriate stable level, and this ‘platform’ function as a central
viewpoint from which the visitor would have a 360 degree view of the settlement. The unstable remains of
the original Mervyn Tower currently provide the most suitable place from which to view the interior of the site,
and it is proposed that a suitable way of retaining the remains of the monument and the contribution it makes
to the history of the site would be to consolidate the remains and install a formal viewing platform, onto which
interpretation panels could be installed. This would simultaneously deal with the problem of stabilisation of
the monument, and retain its current value as a vantage point. A similar platform could be installed at the
western edge of the site, beside the current position of Mervyn’s Tower (i.e. the first point encountered by the
visitor).
In summary, there are numerous possible ways of increasing access to the monument. However, all require
new programmes of excavation in order to facilitate any scheme, and each would have to go hand in hand
with a programme of conservation.

6.3 Philosophy of conservation
Our engagement in this project is predicated upon the local community’s interest in having this broch
preserved and made accessible to the public. This would form part of their larger ambition to develop cultural
tourism as an economic strategy in Caithness. In what follows, we are conscious of the high standards set
and of the integrity of the community’s aspirations for their heritage and their sensitivity to its real needs.
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Our approach to the conservation of any given monument within the strategy area follows the principles set
out in the Burra Charter (1999) and the terminology used here is that specified by the charter. These are not
2
fully rehearsed here- the reader is referred to the Burra Charter documentation - but the following critical
terms, principles and their precise meanings should be noted at this stage:
x

In accordance with article 2.2 of the charter, conservation should always seek to retain the cultural
significance of the site, and all acts of conservation should be designed with this aim in mind

x

Conservation means all of the ways in which a the site should be cared for in order to retain its
cultural significance

x

Maintenance means the continuous protective care of the fabric and setting of a site, and is to be
distinguished from repair, which involves restoration or reconstruction.

x

Preservation means the maintenance of the fabric of the site in its existing location

x

Restoration means the return of the existing fabric of the site into a known earlier state, without the
introduction of new material

x

Reconstruction means the reinstatement of the site to a known earlier state, and may involve the
introduction of new material

x

Adaptation means the modification of the site to suit existing conditions or proposed use.

.

In advancing our recommendations for the conservation of this monument we shall consider the conservation
of the monument itself as a pure exercise in conservation in the first instance. Taking into account the
community’s aspirations, we will then measure the compatibility of their developmental proposals with the
conservation of the monument’s cultural value and attempt to make explicitly clear the compromises that this
would force on the conservation of the original and authentic elements of the monument.
Our priorities for conservation as set out below deal firstly with some areas of major concern that require
immediate remediation for the safety of the broch remains. These works are also essential under health and
safety legislation, for the safety of the visiting public.

6.4 General policies
The following conservation priorities are predicated on a sequence of actions necessary to secure the
historic fabric of Nybster as a monument. In the preceding sections, the condition and conservation
requirements of the site have been appraised in the light of the proposed use of the monument. This work
programme will inevitably entail physical conservation and consolidation of historic fabric in order to ensure
the long-term stability of Nybster. In addressing these conservation issues, the following conservation
principles (CP) must be adhered to.
CP1: Maximise the retention of in situ of historic fabric.
CP2: Minimise the adaptation of the historic fabric so as only to improve the visitor’s ability to understand the
monument, or to address issues of health and safety.
CP3: Maximise the use of original fabric in the reconstruction of parts of the monument wherever possible.

2

http://www.icomos.org/australia/burra.html
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CP4: Wherever possible, restoration of historic fabric is preferred to reconstruction.
CP5: Restoration will only be undertaken where the original configuration is demonstrable based on
archaeological evidence derived from the site itself.

7. The Development of Nybster: a Work Programme
This document has outlined the archaeological, historical, cultural and community value of the Nybster broch
site, before outlining the research and conservation initiatives required to realise the aspirations of CAT.
We have argued that the interpretation of the site and provision of access cannot be undertaken before a
sound understanding of the archaeological remains has been established. In this sense, the development of
Nybster as a cultural tourism asset must be seen as a staged process, addressing the gaps in knowledge as
a priority over presenting conclusive results. We have also argued that the archaeological investigation of
Nybster broch is more than just a means to an end and, in line with CAT's aspiration to use the site as a
vehicle for revitalising interest in Caithness archaeology, we propose that the archaeological works and
associated education and training programme be seen as a way of galvanising support for the development
of the site.
CAT have been successful in raising funds for a limited archaeological programme at Nybster in 2011. It is
proposed that this opportunity be used to significantly advance our understanding of the monument,
providing a solid foundation upon which future phases of work can build. Given the limited funding available,
coupled with the evidence from comparison of photographs taken in 2004 and 2011 which suggest there has
been very little change in the last six years, it is recommended that CAT aim to undertake consolidation work
only in those areas affected by the excavation work, leaving the full programme of stone conservation for
later stages of the development programme. A separate project design document has been prepared for the
proposed excavations in 2011.
The following programme of works outlines a theoretical schedule for the development of the Nybster broch
settlement in line with the management principles described in this document:

Phase 1: Understanding the Monument
As emphasised throughout this document, access and interpretation plans cannot be designed and installed
before a good understanding of the archaeology of the site has been established. Phase one of the
development of Nybster, then, should constitute research-oriented excavations that aim to answer the
questions established by the research agenda detailed in Section 3.4 above. Priorities for research would
include establishment of the site developmental chronology, including the start and end dates of activity on
the site as well as establishing the character of the architecture of the Nybster buildings. It is envisaged that
the programme for which CAT currently has funding be seen as part of Phase 1.
The research stages of the project should be seen as the opportunity to maximise the value of the Nybster
development project, by running excavations as field schools in archaeological techniques, allowing local
community members and other volunteers to be directly involved in the study of their site. Given Nybster's
status as a site of at least National importance, the project should be publicised widely and the results
disseminated to as large an audience as possible in order to capitalise on the opportunity to showcase the
quality of Caithness archaeology.

© AOC Archaeology 2011

|

PAGE 30 OF 30

|

www.aocarchaeology.com

Nybster Broch: Conservation Management Plan

Although any intrusive archaeological works at the site are likely to entail conservation implications, it is
recommended that only limited repair and consolidation works are undertaken in Phase 1, before priorities
for visitor access can be identified.

Phase 2: Design Access & Interpretation plan
Following the completion of an appropriate campaign of archaeological research, with the key research
questions addressed to a satisfactory level, a plan for the interpretation of the site and appropriate access
plans should be designed. This plan should detail the narrative of the site, outlining how the history of human
activity at Nybster, from first settlement to the works of Tress Barry, should be presented. A plan for the
physical presentation of the monument should be drafted, and the access routes through which the visitor
will be channelled should be identified. The form and placement of interpretation panels or their alternatives
should be drafted in consultation with the project stakeholders, primarily Historic Scotland.

Phase 3: Excavation for Access
It is unavoidable that the installation of access routes and interpretation panels on site will entail further
archaeological works, to ensure that no sensitive deposits or structures are damaged by the creation of
paths or viewing platforms. This phase of work should be restricted to those areas impacted by access and
interpretation installations, albeit guided by the understanding of the site developed during Phase 1 of the
project.

Phase 4: Consolidation, Installation of Access & Interpretation
Prior to the installation of access and interpretation on site, structural consolidation will be necessary in those
areas identified as unstable during the condition survey (see Section 5.1, above). This phase of work will
involved stone masons and other specialist conservators, and must be undertaken with the consultation of
Historic Scotland. The Conservation Principles (CP) identified in Section 6.4 above should be adhered to at
this stage, in order to ensure that all reinstatement, consolidation and conservation work adheres to a
considered conservation strategy, in line with international policy agreements, such as the Burra Charter.
Health and Safety measures (see below) will also need to be put in place to ensure the safety of visitors to
the site.
Once structurally stable, access facilities and interpretation may be installed in accordance with the agreed
plan developed in Phase 2.

Phase 5: Long-term Management & Care
Once the development of the Nybster settlement is complete, a programme for the long-term management
and care of the site must be put in place. It is likely that maintenance of the site will be limited to cutting grass
and monitoring the condition of access routes. A plan for the long-term maintenance of Nybster must be
identified at an early stage of the development programme, however, to ensure the future stability of the site.

Project Management
The five phases of project development identified above may be undertaken concurrently. It is possible, for
example, that a draft plan for the interpretation and visitor access to the site could be formulated at an early

© AOC Archaeology 2011

|

PAGE 31 OF 30

|

www.aocarchaeology.com

Nybster Broch: Conservation Management Plan

stage of the Phase 1 research, allowing later stages of excavation to address both the academic research
questions and physical access issues identified above. Figure 5 identifies one solution for visitor access
around the site, in conjunction with an identification of the areas impacted by such a solution. A plan such as
this could be used to prioritise areas for excavation in the research stages of the project, thereby reducing
the need for further excavations at the access installation stage.
It is recommended that CAT involve qualified archaeological advisors at all stages in the design and
management of the full development programme, in order to work closely with Historic Scotland and ensure
that the most efficient fieldwork programme possible is deployed.

8. Health and Safety
Nybster's dramatic location on a promontory geo also makes it a relatively hazardous place for visitors.
Although the areas of the site that visitors would be directed to are not so close to the cliff edge as to present
a real threat to visitor safety, in certain areas access paths may bring visitors with a few metres of the edge.
In order to ensure that visitors will not be at risk, permanent fencing robust enough to prevent access to the
cliff edge will need to be installed on site. The form and extent of this would be best decided at the access
design stage, but it seems probable that the majority of the cliff around the promontory will need to be
isolated from visitors.
A full risk assessment will be necessary prior to the commencement of any archaeological works on the site,
involving measures designed to ensure volunteer and staff safety during excavations. As a minimum, it is
recommended that temporary fencing be erected to prevent access closer than 5m from the cliff edge during
any works on site.

9. Conclusion
This Conservation Management Plan has assessed the significance of the settlement complex at Nybster,
identified a coherent research agenda and the conservation requirements of the site as it currently exits and
proposed a plan for the realisation of the cultural heritage value of the site. As an iconic and accessible site
Nybster broch offers Caithness the opportunity to realise the cultural heritage potential of its archaeological
resource, showcasing the quality of the archaeological sites of the county in tandem with a leading
community archaeological initiative. The archaeological and antiquarian history of the site mean that its
potential to be flagship of Caithness cultural heritage is unrivalled and waiting to be realised.
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Figure 2: Nybster, Scheduled Ancient Monument area as defined by Historic Scotland.
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those areas where excavtion will be required
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Plate 1: Nybster from the WNW

Plate 2: A plan of Nybster by Nicholson following Tress Barry’s excavations

Plate 3: Excavation of the walls of the roundhouse in 2005

Plate 4: Excavation of trench 1 in 2005

Plate 5: Antiquarian excavation of Nybster

Plate 6: Mervyn’s Tower in its original location at the centre of the monument at Nybster (RCAHMS)

Plate 7: The roundhouse (1000)

Plate 8: OB11, to the N of the broch entrance

Plate 9: OB11 during Tress Barry’s excavations

Plate 10: The interior of the roundhouse during excavation in 2005

Plate 11: Unstable stonework at the entrance to the broch, January 2011

Plate 12: OB2, from the W

Plate 13: OB3, from the E

Plate 14: OB4, from the W

Plate 15: OB5, defensive outwork, from the W

Plate 16: OB6, from the S

Plate 17: Cell OB9, from the NE

Plate 18: OB10, from the S

Plate 19: OB13, from the W

Plate 20: the core of the original Mervyn’s Tower

Plate 21: The relocated Mervyn’s Tower

Plate 22: Plaque commemorating Tress Barry on the relocated Mervyn’s Tower

