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1 Project Background 
 
1.1 A severe storm in December 2012 caused significant erosion to the coastline at the eastern 

end of Cromarty, exposing a sequence of archaeological deposits along the shore path to the 
South Sutor, between 60-120m east of Clunes House (see Figure 1). The combination of 
high tides with a significant ground swell truncated the core footpath between Cromarty and 
the South Sutor. This had the effect of shearing away the turf and grass foreshore to reveal 
four major exposures. The areas of erosion appear from historical documentation to be 
centred on the core of the Royal Burgh, close to the former location of the Mercat Cross and 
Tollbooth.  

 
1.2 Preliminary archaeological investigation of the deposits exposed by the storm has revealed 

extensive and well-stratified midden material relating to Medieval and later occupation on 
the site. The Medieval deposits in particular may relate to settlement activity associated with 
the original core of the burgh of Cromarty, a period for which we have limited historical 
records. 

 
1.3 This Project Design puts forward aims and objectives and an overall methodology to further 

investigate the exposed archaeological deposits as a community project based in Cromarty. 
In particular, the project would investigate the early settlement infrastructure of the town 
and would hope to reveal evidence for trade and economy in a flourishing burgh with a 
Royal Charter.  

 
1.4 Members of the local community, both young and old, have shown considerable interest in 

the site and the project would incorporate fieldwork and events that would provide hands-on 
learning experiences for children, young people and adults. 

 
2 Site Location and Geology 

 
2.1 Located at the northern tip of the Black Isle, to the north of Inverness, the town and burgh of 

Cromarty is situated close to the entrance of the Cromarty Firth. The town, located on a low 
peninsula that forms the south side of the narrowest section of the entrance to the Firth, has 
good access to a fine harbour, the Moray Firth and the sea beyond. The waters of the 
Cromarty Firth and Moray Firth provide good fishing ground, while the rich farmlands of 
the eastern Black Isle are also readily accessible. During the earlier stages of the burgh’s 
history, this unique combination of resources ensured that Cromarty would be in a 
favourable position to exploit trade and commercial enterprise. The town exhibits some of 
the best-preserved vernacular urban architecture in Scotland and, as such, attracts a 
significant number of tourists throughout the year.      
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Figure 1 – Aerial image showing the area of exposed archaeology and location of Cromarty House1 

                                                             
1 Aerial imagery reproduced under ESRI licensing, courtesy of Microsoft Bing mapping 
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2.2 The geology of Cromarty is dominated by rocks of the Devonian Period including the 
Middle Red Sandstones, although some of the rocks in the area extend back in to the 
Silurian and the earliest part of the Carboniferous Period. The rocks are dominated by 
alluvial sediments and conglomerates at its base, and progresses to a combination of dunes, 
lakes and river sediments. Many fossils are found within the rocks including early fishes, 
anthropods and plants. Hugh Miller, who was born in Cromarty in 1802, completed a 
number of geological works on the rocks of the area and the fossils they contain (Miller, 
1841). 

 
2.3 The site proposed for investigation in this Project Design is located at the southeast end of 

the town (Figure 1), within what is believed to be the core of the early burgh. Known 
collectively as the Reeds Field, the gently sloping ground rises from the sea to the base of a 
prominent raised terrace. At the base of the terrace is the Coalheugh Well while on the top 
of the terrace was the site of the former medieval castles, St Regulus’ Chapel and graveyard 
and the present Cromarty House. The Chapel Burn appears to have formed the eastern 
boundary of the burgh and the later Parliamentary Boundary, which also ran out to sea to a 
prominent rock called Clach Mhallaichte. The Causeway runs downhill from the site of the 
former castle to the west side of Reeds Field and most likely formed the original main street 
of the early burgh.    

 
2.4 It is probable that a significant amount of the foreshore at the front of the Reeds Field has 

been lost to coastal erosion over the years, the area bearing the effect of easterly gales, wave 
action and high tides. Evidence for former sea defences can be seen along the foreshore 
including pitched stone revetments and wooden shoring, while old fence lines are also 
present mixed in with collapsed sections of the foreshore. Rock-filled gabions long the 
shore, testify to the most recent attempts to halt coastal erosion. As well, local folklore 
suggests that a former church of the town now lies below the sea off Cromarty. Known as 
the Kirkstanes, it was recorded that after a storm from the northeast during the mid-
eighteenth century, human bones were washed onto the beach ‘below the town’, together 
with several blocks of hewn stone. When Bishop Pococke visited Cromarty in 1760, he 
noted that there were on the shore, to the east of St Regulus, the ‘very imperfect remains of 
a church…..called the old kirk’ (Alston, 2006: 21-22; Dagg, 2000).  

 
2.5 A core footpath now runs along the foreshore from the northern end of the Causeway to the 

summit of the South Sutor. Clunes House and the Kennels are the only properties still 
standing on the east side of the Causeway, while the house of the former Cromarty 
merchant, John Laing (built c.1700) lies to the west of the road, along with the large expanse 
of the orchard.  
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2.6 The erosion features revealed by the storm along the shore in December 2012 are located 
from the east corner of the garden belonging to Clunes House and extend for around 70 
metres to the east-southeast towards the outflow of the Chapel Burn.    

 
3 Archaeological and Historical Background 
 
3.1 The sheriffdom of Cromarty had been established by around the year 1266 and the royal 

burgh soon after this on Crown land below the castle. However, there is a growing core of 
evidence indicating that the Crown had a landed presence north of Inverness from at least 
the eleventh century and possibly earlier (Alston, 2006: 4-5). There had been a general 
consensus that there was no effective royal control in the north of Scotland until the reign of 
David I, between 1124 and 1153, when a series of royal castles and sheriffdoms were 
created between Aberdeen and Inverness and possibly extending to Cromarty. The 
alternative view, now widely accepted, indicates that the line of control was based on a pre-
existing structure of centralised power in the form of royal thanages, the most important of 
which, north of Inverness, appear to have been Cromarty and Dingwall. 

   
3.2 The burgh of Cromarty was set in a strategically important location, controlling the entrance 

to the Cromarty Firth and the ferry crossing on the coastal route north of Inverness (Nigg). 
In June 1291, Edward I of England was appointed arbitrator of the disputed succession of 
the Scottish Crown and was given control of thirteen royal castles in Scotland, including 
Cromarty. The earliest such castle in the burgh would most likely have been of the ‘motte 
and bailey’ type, comprising wooden buildings. The location of the original fortification is 
not known and while it may have been situated on the high ground close to the later stone-
built castle, it has also been suggested that it may have been located to the northeast of the 
present Cromarty House, on a prominent defensive knoll. This site also contained the former 
chapel of St. Regulus and the associated graveyard and burial vault. During this period 
Thomas de Braytoft, a clerk of some importance and responsible to Edward I of England, 
was appointed keeper of the castles of Nairn and Cromarty (Alston, 2006: 4). 

 
3.3 Royal authority provided the people of the burgh of Cromarty with security and allowed 

them to farm and trade their goods and produce. The people of the burgh were also a part of 
a well-organised national and international religious community. Under David I’s rule, the 
church in Scotland had been consolidated and a system of parishes grouped into diocese. 
Each diocese was governed by a bishop appointed by the Crown, with an obligation on 
landowners to contribute a tenth part of their annual crop for the upkeep of the local church.   

 
 



Cromarty Medieval Burgh Community Archaeology Project 

  6 

 

Figure 2 – Pont’s Map of c.1590 showing Cromarty Castle and associated settlement (NLS, 2013) 
 
3.4 The sheriffdom of Cromarty at this time comprised of six davochs of land and although this 

was a relatively small allocation for a burgh, it is typical of both earlier thanages and small 
sheriffdoms belonging to the early period of feudalism in eleventh century Scotland (Idem: 
8). Cromarty alone of these small Scottish jurisdictions survived into the early modern 
period, as the old sheriffdom or shire of Cromarty.  

 
3.5 Historical records relating to this early period of the burgh of Cromarty are scarce and we 

have fragmentary evidence for the former layout of the town. It is possible that the original 
plan of the burgh comprised the castle and a single street, the Causeway (originally called 
High Street or Castle Street), along which the inhabitants of the burgh had their properties. 
Generally, the houses would have been built gable-end to the street, within long narrow 
strips of land lined out to a standard width termed burgage plots. The original area of the 
settlement may have been limited to the area lying between the Crook Burn to the west and 
the burn running north from the Coalheugh Well to the east (Dagg, 2000). The present 
parish church dates to around 1700, although recent excavations uncovered medieval 
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elements including a 14th century carved grave slab (Alston, 2005). If this was the site of the 
original church within the medieval burgh, then there must have been some form of access 
between the Causeway and Church Street – a link that is not obvious today. Thief’s Lane, 
still noted on later historical mapping, originally ran east from the Causeway and must also 
have formed a part of the original burgh.      

 
3.6 At the heart of the burgh would have stood the Mercat Cross, to mark the place where 

weekly markets were held and to provide a symbol of the royal authority that licensed its 
trade. Nearby, the tollbooth would have served as a collection point for trader’s tolls and 
may also have served as a meeting place for the burgh officials and as a prison (Alston, 
2006: 15). It is possible that the Mercat Cross was originally located to the east of the north 
end of the Causeway, along with the tollbooth. A transaction in 1467 describes a Cromarty 
property as ‘lying between the cross of the town and the sea’ (Idem: 23). Indeed, Pont’s 
Map (c.1590) of the area (Figure 2) shows Cromarty Castle with the settlement lying 
immediately to the north, between the castle and the sea. The spit of land to the west, which 
now contains the major elements of the town, is shown devoid of features. However, it is 
possible that the sandy shore along the northeast side of the spit of land provided a good 
location for drawing up boats and may have acted as the main ‘harbour’ for the early burgh. 

 
3.7 There is evidence of life in the early burgh based on finds recovered from fields around the 

town. These include over twenty hammered silver coins dating from before 1310 including 
pennies and cut half-pennies (Alston, 2006: 9), most of which are English, with the earliest 
coins dating to the between 1205-1210 – from the reign of John I. This suggests that there 
was already a sophisticated use of coin in the town and that Cromarty formed a part of a 
wider economic system with links to England, while additional coins recovered from around 
the settlement hint at wider European trade networks. A significant number of these coins 
were recovered from ploughed fields to the west of Cromarty House, an area that was most 
likely used for two annual fairs during the Medieval period; one called St Norman’s market 
and the other St Regulus’ market, each of which lasted five days. These fairs were granted 
in addition to the town’s weekly markets.    

 
3.8 From 1263, and possibly earlier, William de Monte Alto (William of the High Hill) was the 

sheriff of Cromarty and the family, later known as Mowat, were in many ways typical of the 
mobile Anglo-Norman nobility who colonised and controlled the expanding realms of the 
English and Scottish kings (Alston, 2006: 10). After the northern rising of 1306, which later 
placed Robert the Bruce on the Scottish throne, the sheriffdom and burgh of Cromarty was 
granted to Bruce’s own brother-in-law, Hugh Ross, son of William Earl of Ross. In 1538, a 
grant was made of the burgh and sheriffdom of Cromarty to Adam Urquhart. There followed 
eight Urquhart lairds and hereditary sheriffs until around 1600, and the land holdings of the 
family expanded beyond the original sheriffdom. Shortly after 1600, with additional 
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acquisitions of church land, the Urquharts exercised authority as hereditary sheriffs over 
most of what came to be known as the old shire of Cromarty (Idem: 11).    

 
3.9 During the year 1470, James III granted permission to William Urquhart to replace the old, 

probably wooden, castle with a new stone tower on the motte hill of Cromarty – 
‘strengthening it with gates and ditches and preparing its top for warlike and defensive 
equipment’. According to Sir Thomas Urquhart, William’s descendant, the new stone tower 
was not completed until 1507 and was such that it ‘exceeded any in this kingdom’. The 
castle was demolished c.1772, to be replaced by Cromarty House, and an accurate set of 
plans show a tower, L-shaped in plan, six storey’s high. The main hall was located on the 
second floor, ‘well lit by large windows and warmed by two fireplaces’ (Idem: 13).   

 
3.10 The medieval burgh of Cromarty cannot have had more than a few hundred inhabitants 

during these earlier periods, but as with other burghs in Scotland they possessed an 
economic and social life out of proportion to their size. Their importance lay in their role as 
centres for trade, with their inhabitants having a relative freedom to pursue their own 
commercial interests. Markets and fairs encouraged landward trade, but Cromarty, like most 
east coast burghs, also had access to the sea. The Cromarty Firth provided a fine natural 
harbour, which would remain the town’s greatest asset for centuries. Little is known of the 
early trade relating to the burgh, but coin finds from around the town provide evidence of 
wider contact. The number of coins found and their date provide some indication to the 
economic success and downturn in the local economy, suggesting that between 1200 and the 
late 1300s the town flourished. Trade then appeared to tail-off until the second half of the 
sixteenth century, after which the burgh again appeared to be prosperous (Alston, 2006: 17). 

 
3.11 A new Mercat Cross was erected in Cromarty in 1578, which reflected a revival of the 

town’s trade, and by 1580 Inverness was sufficiently concerned about competition from 
other burghs in the north to complain about ‘the usurpation’ of its ‘liberty, trade and traffic 
of merchandise of all kinds of staple goods’ by other settlements including Cromarty. A 
typical cargo identified at this time including chain mail shirts, hemp, corks, tin wash bowls, 
pepper, ginger, aniseed, sugar candy, a variety of drinking vessels, lead basins, linen cloth, 
gunpowder and a ‘small canon that is right fine and shoots far’ (Alston, 2006: 23). The 
subsequent granting of a new charter to Cromarty in 1593, clarifying the town’s rights, may 
have been in response to Inverness’ unjustified claim to a monopoly of trade in the north. 
Along with the provision for the new Mercat Cross, there was also mention of standard 
weights and measures including a boll for volume, a yardstick for length, and a tron beam 
for weight (Idem: 23). 

 
3.12 The sea most likely played an important role in the economy and development of the burgh 

of Cromarty during the Medieval Period. Trade in salt-salmon is well recorded, the fish 
having been caught in the salmon yairs or fish traps that lined the shores. The Moray Firth 
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was also rich in fish stocks including ‘many kinds of cod, which are distinguished from each 
other by size or various marks, and turbot, skate, the fish called by the name of the dog, 
plaice, stingrays, mackerel, soles, angel fish, sea-eels, catfish, ugly to look at, but when 
skinned tender and wholesome, as well as many other kinds, even in countless numbers, 
which are peculiar to the north, and have not yet got their Latin names; while the river 
mouths and seaside rocks teem with oysters, sea-perch, lobsters, sea-cockles, conger-eels, 
mussels, sea-snails, top shell fish, scallops, and the other shellfish called by the Greeks 
ostracoderma’ (Idem: 25). Cromarty, as with Inverness, was well placed to take advantage 
of a location where both a river-mouth and a combined sea fishery could be exploited. There 
are reasons to believe that the burgh possessed an early, perhaps medieval, fishing 
community. Feudal tenure in the town in 1744 shows that the fishers of Cromarty, unlike 
most later fishing communities, held property within the town (rather than on the margins of 
the town). The Cromarty fishers paid small teinds, a practice associated with other early 
fishing settlements such as Newhaven and Broadsea; and that the dialect of Cromarty 
retained some of the oldest form of the Scots language. The fisher town grew up along the 
shore west of the burgh, but the major expansion of the town came with the growth of trade 
and fishing during the 17th century. At the height of the herring fishery, the Braehead above 
the links was known as Pickletown, from the pickling or salting of fish there.   

 
3.13 However, the economy of the town of Cromarty has depended for most of its history on the 

agriculture of its hinterland. The major crops grown on the increasingly rich and fertile soils 
would have included bere (a primitive form of barley) and oats, while during the summer 
cattle were grazed on areas of common land adjoining the farmtouns, or moved to more 
distant shielings (hill pasture). The survival of cattle until the following year depended on 
the availability of winter pasture, usually consisting of small areas of permanent green 
pasture and the uncultivated section of the outfield. A large meal girnal was built adjacent to 
the harbour (which may have been in a similar location to the existing harbour constructed 
in 1785) in the 1690s, to house the grain collected as rents and to await shipping to ports in 
the south.    

 
3.14 By the late 1750s, Cromarty had developed as a major entrepot port for much of the north of 

Scotland, importing flax, iron, tar and wood from Scandinavia, and local industries were 
developed including the hemp factory and brewery. William Forsyth organised and 
developed a flax and linen industry, using the Links as a bleaching field. London was 
supplied with Cromarty pigs, raised and cured at the Hoggery, located to the east of the 
town.     

 
3.15 As mentioned in section 3.5, there is little evidence for the infrastructure and economy of 

the early medieval burgh. The finding of coins and other small finds have provided some 
indication to the development and fluctuations in the town’s trade and potential wealth. We 
certainly have a better record of the development of Cromarty during the 17th century, with 
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more complete and informative historical documents, which is followed at a later stage by 
cartographic sources. 

 

 

Figure 3 – David Aitken’s survey of Cromarty in 1764: the Causeway and associated houses and plots are shown 
to the right of the ‘orchard’2 
 
3.16 Archaeological evaluations in advance of developments have also been limited within the 

burgh, while small-scale research-led excavations have resulted in a limited data-set; 
especially with regards to the earliest evidence for the development of the burgh. A desk-
based assessment, walkover survey and watching brief carried out in advance of a new water 
treatment works and the associated pipe-runs and pumping stations between 2000 and 2002 
(Dagg, 2000; Farrell, 2002), revealed some archaeological features and recovered additional 
small finds such as ceramics.       

 

                                                             
2 Supplied by David Alston 
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3.17 The desk-based assessment undertaken by Cathy Dagg and a recent detailed inspection of 
cartographic sources has shed some light on features possibly associated with the original 
core of the early medieval burgh. In particular, there are references to Thief’s Lane and the 
houses that stood in this area as recently as the end of the 19th century. The earliest map of 
Cromarty based on David Aitken’s survey of 1764 (Figure 3) shows the Causeway with 
boundary plots running off to each side and containing some houses/buildings. Thief’s Lane 
is shown, with one small building just to the southeast of the current Clunes House and a 
group of three buildings at the end of the road, adjacent to the Chapel Burn. The castle had 
been demolished around this time and its position is not indicated on the map. John 
Douglas’s estate plan of 1823 shows many of the smaller buildings demolished to each side 
of the Causeway, but with the Kennels and the Manse showing as new buildings. Two 
buildings are shown to the northeast of Thief’s Lane, with two additional buildings shown at 
the terminus of the track by Chapel Burn. By the time of the publication of the Ordnance 
Survey 1871 map sheet, three buildings and their plots are shown running off the northeast 
of Thief’s Lane and a larger building, Grove Cottage, and laid-out gardens are shown 
adjacent to the Chapel Burn (this is described in the Ordnance Survey Name Book as a 
single-storey cottage with garden attached). 

 
3.18 At this time there is unfortunately no idea as to when houses were first constructed in the 

area around Thief’s Lane, but the later buildings must have been demolished at some stage 
after the publication of the 1871 OS map sheet (Figure 4), as they do not appear on the 1906 
OS 25 inch map. It is indeed remarkable that there appears to be little in the way of records 
and folklore relating to the houses around Thief’s Lane, although records from around 1744 
of owners and tenants of property indicates that there were around nine households, while 
earlier lists indicate more. Occupations in 1744 include three weavers, a mason, a wright 
and three widows (Dagg, 2000). No physical evidence of the houses now exists, their 
location covered by a ploughed field that has been set aside for grazing sheep and cattle. It is 
interesting to note here, that around the year 1667 Sir John Urquhart of Craigston, who had 
recently inherited the Cromarty Estate after the death of Sir Thomas Urquhart, introduced a 
new style of management. John Urquhart, once in control of Cromarty, created a new 
orchard below the castle and employed an Edinburgh gardener, while he also seized the 
burgh’s common pasture along the adjoining Crook Burn, known as the Castleden. This was 
the site of the burgh fairs.  It is possible that this, along with the creation of the orchard, 
closed off one of the town’s streets, which had run from the kirk towards the castle (Alston, 
2006: 50). 
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Figure 4 – A section from the 1871 Ordnance Survey map sheet showing the houses on Thief’s Lane and Grove 
Cottage, at the end of the lane by the Chapel Burn 
 
3.19 During the archaeological watching brief for the pipe-runs associated with the new water 

treatment works at the southeast end of Reeds Field, Stuart Farrell, the employed 
archaeologist, recorded several features at a location immediately to the south of Clunes 
House. Some of the excavation work was undertaken without archaeological supervision 
adjacent to the Causeway, but the features encountered in the section of the trench by Stuart 
included two possible ditches and a burnt wooden post, still in its socket and containing 
packing stones. One of the ditches was 40cm wide by 35cm deep with a dark grey-black fill. 
No finds were recovered during the excavation of this feature, although a sample from the 
burnt post was recovered and was submitted for radiocarbon dating. The sample of burnt 
wood from the post produced a date of 830±50 (sample number GU-10119), giving an 85% 
probability calibrated date range of between 1110AD and 1290AD. The function of the 
ditch or gully could not be ascertained, but may have related to a property boundary or the 
foundations of a timber building. The second possible ditch was located to the west. 
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3.20 The sediments excavated above these features produced a number of small finds including 
18th/19th century ceramics and glass, a hand-made bottle of 18th century date. Also evident 
were layers of clay, daub and charcoal-rich silts. Stuart interpreted these deposits as possibly 
dumped midden material. From the southwest edge of the garden of Clunes House and along 
to the access road to the south, only subsoil was revealed with finds of pottery of a late 15th 
or early 16th century date, buttons, lead and coins. The excavation for Pump No. 4, located 
to the north-northwest of Clunes House, revealed a deposit containing crushed lime mortar, 
slate, white-glazed pottery and some animal and fish bone (0.4 metres below the turf). This 
overlied a brown subsoil containing red sandstone fragments and a sherd of pottery. It was 
noted by Derek Hall (Medieval Ceramics Specialist) that the brown subsoil identified by 
Stuart Farrell in some of the excavated trenches may form a part of a medieval or late 
medieval ‘garden soil’, which has been noted in other excavations of Scottish Burghs (D. 
Hall, pers. comm.). 

 
3.21 In the conclusions to his report, the archaeologist suggested that the area around the 

Causeway has great potential for further archaeological discoveries to be made in the future 
(Farrell, 2002). The finds recovered during the watching brief and excavations were studied 
alongside other material held in the Cromarty Museum by Derek Hall. The ceramic 
assemblage included Scottish White Gritty Ware (mid to late 12th century), Yorkshire Type 
Ware (13th to 14th centuries), a ‘Local’ Redware (dated to between the 13th and 15th 
centuries), an Organic Tempered Fabric (possibly contemporary with the local Redware), 
Post-Medieval Oxidised Redwares (15th to 18th centuries), Reduced Greyware (mid 15th to 
mid-18th centuries), Low Countries Redware (17th century date), German Weser Ware 
(manufactured between 1580 and 1630), and a range of Post-Medieval stoneware, slip-
decorated Redware, Porcelain and Earthenware (Hall, 2002). Of the other small finds 
recovered during the watching brief in the area around Thief’s Lane, a copper-alloy turner or 
bodle (twopence) of Charles I or II, is worthy of mention.    

 
3.22 Preliminary investigations of the erosions along the shore, after the December 2012 storm, 

has included cleaning and recording of the sections, section excavation of a drystone-built 
wall and the recovery of artefacts from the sequence. Generally, the sections include a turf 
horizon, below which is a deep (up to 0.6m) homogenous soil containing some animal bone 
and shellfish, ceramics and glass (generally Post-Medieval in date), iron concretions and 
some stone fragments with attached mortar. Below this we have recorded a mid-brown 
buried soil horizon, which may be medieval or late medieval in date, from which we have 
recovered medieval ceramics including green-glazed wares and organic-tempered plain 
ware, daub, iron objects, glass, animal bone, fish bone, shellfish remains and some burnt 
stone. The midden layers, including what appears to be wood ash and firm clay deposits, are 
well stratified and lie above natural sand deposits. The sand does contain some animal bone, 
shellfish, ceramics and darker charcoal-rich lenses, while we have also recovered iron 
concretions that may be boat rivets or fastenings.  
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3.23 Several features have been recorded in the eroded sections (Plates 2 - 5), most of which have 
been cut into the underlying sand deposits. These include a post-hole (Feature F301), a pit or 
ditch (F302) measuring 0.45m wide and up to 0.25m deep, scoops or stake-holes (F303, 
F304, F305, F306, F402, F403 and F404), a pit containing daub (F405) and the drystone 
wall (F401). The wall section exposed measures 2.4m long and survives up to 0.6m high 
and has been built using beach cobbles and flat sandstone slabs. The lower courses of the 
wall appear to be bonded by a pink-coloured firm clay and the structure has been built on a 
thin soil horizon lying immediately above the natural beach sand. The midden deposits have 
built up around the wall on the seaward side and because the wall was collapsing due to 
frost-heave and deflation by the surrounding sediments by the wind, it was decided to take a 
small section through the wall. This allowed for more information about the possible 
function and morphology of the wall to be gained in order to understand how it fits in to the 
accumulation of archaeological deposits surrounding it.  

 
3.24 A section 1.1m wide was taken through the wall and showed a double-faced construction 

0.6m wide with a rubble and clay-filled core. Although no ceramics were recovered from 
the wall core or the deposits surrounding it, the lower stone of a rotary quern had been used 
in its construction. As thought previously, the section confirmed that the well-stratified 
midden deposits on the seaward side had built up against the wall face. On the inside of the 
structure, however, the deposits comprised hard, pink clay lenses (possible floors) 
interspersed with thin occupation horizons containing large lumps of charcoal, some 
butchered animal bone and shellfish deposits. The top of the wall appears to have collapsed 
inwards, with stone lying on the internal occupation horizons. Later midden deposits had 
then accumulated over, and around, these stones. 

 
3.25 Although we are awaiting an initial analysis of the ceramics from the archaeological 

deposits, it appears from the investigation of the eroded sections that the lower midden 
layers are medieval, or late-medieval in date. If the green-glazed Redwares are the same as 
those identified by Derek Hall from the watching brief undertaken in advance of the new 
water treatment works and associate pipe-runs, and the material held in the Cromarty 
Museum (see section 3.21 above), then these features and deposits could date to between the 
13th and 15th centuries. This would confirm that the features and deposits relate to the early 
burgh in Cromarty, a period for which we have limited documentary or archaeological 
evidence. 
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Plate 2 – Shellfish midden in erosion number 2 

 

 

Plate 3 – Pit or gully feature F302 in erosion section number 3 
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4 Aims and Objectives 
 
4.1 The purpose of the archaeological project set out in this report is to record a site of national 

archaeological importance. The recent and past discoveries of the archaeological material in 
this part of the burgh along with the supporting documentary records reviewed to date 
promotes further work in the area to look at the wider settlement infrastructure of the early 
burgh and the continuity of later settlement, and to investigate evidence for subsistence, 
trade and the economy within a Royal Burgh. It is anticipated that the project would add 
significantly to our understanding of medieval and post-medieval life and economy within a 
Scottish Royal Burgh.  

 
4.2 The project will be community-based, involving the children, youth and adults of Cromarty, 

providing a unique opportunity to reach back to the roots of their town and the mechanisms 
that allowed it to flourish during the medieval and late-medieval periods.   

 
4.3 The projects aims are: 
 

• Upgrade the level of archaeological and historical knowledge of settlement, function 
and economy within a Scottish Burgh through the medieval to post-medieval 
periods, by establishing the extent and character of archaeological remains in the 
fields east of Clunes House. 

 
• Evaluate the preservation and extent of the surviving archaeological deposits and 

features through a process of geophysical survey, test-pit excavation and open area 
excavation. 

 
• Gather data through excavation and a detailed sampling programme to investigate 

subsistence practices and the economy within the burgh. This would include 
potential trade links with other parts of Scotland and its European neighbours. 

 
• Provide research opportunities relating to the history of the town of Cromarty and 

the burgh through time and provide opportunities for the people of the town to work 
on an archaeological excavation under the leadership of experienced archaeologists. 

 
• To advance the social, cultural, educational and recreational development of people 

within the boundaries of the Cromarty & District Council, including non-classroom 
based learning opportunities for the children of Cromarty so that they can gain a 
better understanding of their towns past environment by exploring heritage in a 
‘hands-on’ way. 
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Plate 4 – Erosion section number 3 showing post-hole F301 
 

 

Plate 5 – Exposed wall feature F401 in erosion section number 4 
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• Educate the youth and adults of the community about both the town’s history and the 
exploration of the past using archaeological techniques. 

 
• Provide a showcase project for wider public consumption, both at the level of the 

local community and at the level of national and international interest.  Opportunities 
also exist for integrating aspects of the project with related non-archaeological 
research, especially in relation to wider cultural links at home and abroad. 

 
5 Methods Statement 
 
5.1 Project team, curatorial liaison and specialist analysis 
 
5.1.1 The composition of the Project Team will draw upon the expertise of academic institutions 

and specialists throughout the life of the project. Volunteers from the local community will 
also be recruited during each season of fieldwork at the site. The core Project Team will 
comprise the directors of West Coast Archaeological Services (WCAS) and Ross and 
Cromarty Archaeological Services (RoCAS): 

 
 Project Directors: Steven Birch (WCAS) MA PIFA FSA Scot 
    Mary Peteranna (RoCAS) BA (Hons) PIFA FSA Scot 
    Lynn Fraser (RoCAS) BSc (Hons) FSA Scot 
 
 The Project Directors will also be responsible for finds supervision and disposal, site 

recording, site publicity and site and personnel safety. 
 
5.1.2 Curatorial liaison will be established with the staff of Inverness Museum with regards to the 

timing and duration of the project, the anticipated size and range of the resulting archive, 
and on-site conservation issues. Finds and samples recovered from the site will be deposited 
with the museum at the end of each fieldwork season. 

 
5.1.3 The Highland Council Historic Environment Team in Inverness has been notified of the 

project including project milestones and the potential duration of the project. 
 
5.2 Archaeological data collection 
 
5.2.1 The objectives of the project will be achieved using a variety of both non-invasive and 

invasive archaeological methods, carried out in accordance with IfA (Institute for 
Archaeologists) Standards.  These will include: 

 
• Assessment of desk-based sources including the vertical aerial photographic record; 

assessment of the National Monuments Record of Scotland (Edinburgh) the Highland 
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Council SMR (Inverness) and the local Cromarty Museum; an examination of the 
Ordnance Survey map coverage and any other readily available cartographic 
information. 

 
• Field survey including inspection of sites identified through desk-based sources and sites 

identified through walk over survey; detailed planning of any surface structures and 
topographical features; geophysical survey in relation to Reeds Field, the Orchard and 
the former castle site, including magnetometry and resistivity.  

 
• Trial and open area excavation based on archaeological features and deposits exposed 

through coastal erosion and targets identified through field and geophysical survey on 
the surface. All excavation will proceed according to standard stratigraphic principles, 
all artefactual material will be collected and appropriate samples of ecofacts and soils 
will be taken.  Recording on site will follow standard archaeological methods and will 
include record taking, drawing and photography. All fieldwork will be conducted as per 
the Institute for Archaeologists’ Code of Conduct. 

 
• Manual recovery of artefacts, faunal and floral macrofossils during excavation, by 

sieving and flotation separation. Where possible, artefacts and faunal remains will be 
recorded within a 3D grid system and assigned appropriate identification.  Samples will 
be retained from selected contexts and labelled accordingly. Volumetric samples for the 
total recovery of artefact and palaeoenvironmental data will be retained from all contexts 
or definable context groups. 

 
• Soil micromorphology and sediment analysis of selected deposit groups, representative 

of the sites pedology, to assist in analysis of site formation processes and 
characterisation of taphonomic palaeoenvironments generally. 

 
5.3 Archaeological data assessment 
 
 Data assessment will commence upon completion of data collection and will comprise four 

main tasks: quantification of the project archive, interim report of results, assessment of 
research potential and the submission of proposals for realising the research potential.   

5.4 Archaeological data analysis 
 
5.4.1 The project consists of a collection of identifiable tasks, each of which informs the others.   

Post-fieldwork analysis will therefore be undertaken year by year to ensure that information 
can be incorporated into the following field season and allow any specific research questions 
to be addressed. Tasks include stratigraphic analysis; specialist assessment and appropriate 
conservation of any artefacts collected; processing and assessment of environmental 
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samples; cataloguing of all finds, samples, drawings, photographs and other site records; and 
preparation of illustrations. 
 

5.4.2 The nature and preservation of the archaeological deposits from the site means that the post- 
fieldwork analysis will represent a substantial part of the project. However, we are 
concerned to ensure that returns from this material are maximised and thus a range of 
techniques will be employed. The specialists supporting the project have been chosen for 
their research expertise and relative fields of experience pertaining to these tasks. 

 
5.4.3 The post-excavation work will include economic analysis and reconstruction. This should  

contribute significantly to the archaeological interpretation in response to the main research 
issues described above. 

 
5.5 Archaeological data publication and public access 
 
5.5.1 Interim reports, including publication of Data Structure Reports (DSR), will be circulated to  

the National Sites and Monuments Record in Edinburgh, the Highland Historic Environment 
Team in Inverness, the Cromarty Museum, and to other agencies supporting the project on 
an annual basis. Submissions will also be made available at the close of fieldwork within 
each allocated year to Discovery & Excavation Scotland and the OASIS Project. Further 
academic papers will be prepared on individual aspects of the project work, as well as on the 
project as a whole, and submitted to relevant journals. In addition, paper and poster sessions 
will be offered to relevant conferences.  
 

5.5.2 Popular papers will be prepared and submitted to relevant journals and media. Electronic  
publication also has an important part to play in this aspect of information dissemination, as 
does in-house production and distribution of newsletters and leaflets.   

 
5.5.3 Open Days are an important way in which to disseminate information, particularly to people 

in the local community and visiting tourists to Cromarty and the Black Isle. Therefore, 
although the excavations will be open to the visiting public during fieldwork at the site, we 
will hold advertised Open Days on a pre-determined timetable. The Open Days will include 
on-site displays and guided tours of the visible archaeological features and site topography, 
and aspects of experimental archaeology relating to discoveries at the site including a 
Medieval Day. Local schools will also visit the site during classes and on official open days. 
It is also anticipated that coverage of the project will be made available through a website 
resource. 

 
5.5.4 Finally, it is proposed that the results of the project will be published as an academic 

monograph, or as an on-line publication on the Internet. 
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6 Project Management 
 
6.1 Aims and objectives of the project 
 
6.1.1 The aims of the project are to gather sufficient data pertinent to the site to meet the agendas 

outlined in this Project Design.   
 
6.1.2 The objectives by which the aims will be achieved are the identification of the academic 

research potential of the site; identification of a methodology by which that research 
potential can be realised; identification of the resources necessary to fulfil that methodology; 
collection of archaeological data pertinent to that research potential; assessment of the 
academic value of the collected data; analysis of the collected data to a level and extent 
appropriate to the academic value of the data with regards to the identified research issues; 
dissemination of the results of that analysis; and curation of the project archive in perpetuity. 

 
6.2 Project timetable and monitoring of progress 
 
6.2.1 It is anticipated that a minimum of three years is necessary, using the present staffing levels 

in the project team and core of anticipated volunteers, to realise the research potential of the 
project. Monitoring of progress in relation to the project timetable will be undertaken as 
specified. 

 
6.2.2 Research funding for the project will be sought on an annual basis, depending on the 

previous year’s fieldwork results, although after the first year it may be possible to submit 
applications for funding relating to the longer-term aims, objectives and results of the 
Project. 

 
6.3 Project Timetable: 2013 – 2017 
 
6.3.1 Given the known stratigraphic complexity and potential of the Cromarty site it is anticipated 

that three years will be required to complete the fieldwork and initial post-excavation 
analysis phase, with full publication and dissemination of results during the year 2017. 
However, as mentioned in section 5.5, interim Data Structure Reports will be published on 
an annual basis. The following provisional timetable sets out the achievable goals for each 
fieldwork season.   

 
6.3.1.1 2013 – 2014 

 
• Carry out geophysical survey of area centred on Thief’s Lane and Reeds Field, the 

Orchard and the former site of the Cromarty Castle 
• Excavate, record and sample features and deposits exposed by the coastal erosion 
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• Excavate, record and sample as necessary a series of trial trenches based on the 
results of the geophysical survey 

• Open days including Medieval Day and associated events 
• Backfill and consolidate trenches as required at end of fieldwork phase 
• Prepare Data Structure Report, Discovery & Excavation in Scotland Report and 

OASIS Report. Circulate copies as necessary (RCAHMS, HET and Cromarty 
Museum 

• Prepare small finds and samples and distribute to project specialists for analysis 
 
6.3.1.2 2014 – 2015 
 

• Open trenches from previous years fieldwork as necessary and prepare for 
excavation 

• Excavate, record and sample as necessary a series of trial trenches based on the 
previous year’s fieldwork results and results of the geophysical survey 

• Depending on the results of the first year trial excavations and geophysical survey, 
excavate, record and sample a larger open-area trench 

• Open days including Medieval Day and associated events 
• Backfill and consolidate trenches as required at end of fieldwork phase 
• Prepare Data Structure Report, Discovery & Excavation in Scotland Report and 

OASIS Report. Circulate copies as necessary (RCAHMS, HET and Cromarty 
Museum 

• Prepare small finds and samples and distribute to project specialists for analysis 
 
6.3.1.3 2015 - 2016 
 

• Open trenches from previous years fieldwork as necessary and prepare for 
excavation 

• Complete excavation, recording and sampling of all features and deposits in open 
trenches 

• Open days including Medieval Day and associated events 
• Backfill and consolidate as necessary all excavated trenches and reinstate all 

disturbed ground  
• Prepare Data Structure Report, Discovery & Excavation in Scotland Report and 

OASIS Report. Circulate copies as necessary (RCAHMS, HET and Cromarty 
Museum 

• Prepare small finds and samples and distribute to project specialists for analysis 
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6.3.1.3 2016 – 2017 
 

• Finalise post-excavation analysis of small finds and samples 
• Prepare site plans, section drawings and GIS files for publication 
• Prepare manuscript and submit for publication 
• Deposit site archive with RCAHMS 
• Submit small finds assemblage and other materials for Treasure Trove 

 
6.4 Project Costs (Year 1: 2013 – 2014) 
 
6.4.1 Due to the difficulties at this stage in predicting overall costs for excavation, recording, 

post-excavation analysis, and reporting, costs are only included in this current draft of the 
Project Design for the first year of proposed work (2013-2014). In particular, future work on 
the Project will depend on the results of the geophysical survey and potential targets for 
excavation and the overall results of the trial trench excavations during Year 1.   

 
6.4.2 Year 1 Costs (2013 – 2014) 
 
 Geophysical survey costs including magnetometry and resistivity  -   
 
 Fieldwork/Educational Outreach (4 weeks field season – 30 days)  -   
 
 Post-excavation requirements including reporting    -   
 
 Equipment (mechanical excavator hire, tools, equipment)   -   
 
 Open Days / Medieval Day       -   
 
 Total Costs Year 1: 2013 – 2014      -   
 
6.5 Health and Safety 
 
6.5.1 Safe conduct of the project is a major concern of the Directors and will be achieved by prior 

identification of hazards and risks arising and continuous monitoring thereof; identification 
and enforcement of safe methods of work on site; identification of emergency procedures; 
and adherence to the Health and Safety Guidelines stipulated by the Institute for 
Archaeologists. 

 
6.5.2 Risk assessments will be carried out to identify potential hazards and risks at the site and 

during any associated fieldwork. Copies of the risk assessments will be posted at the site and 
these will be drawn to the attention of all volunteers working on the project. 
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6.5.3 The Project Directors hold £5,000.000 Public Liability and Professional Indemnity 

Insurance. 
 
6.6 Access Arrangements Agreed with Landowners, Site Occupiers and other Agencies 
 
6.6.1 The land on which the sites for investigation are located are under the ownership of John 

Nightingale of Cromarty House and access arrangements and permissions to carry out the 
work have been received. 

 
6.6.2 The area around Thief’s Lane and the Reeds Field are currently let out to grazing by the 

Cromarty Estate and access to the fields will be arranged before site works begin. The area 
of the excavations will be temporarily fenced off during site works to allow stock to be 
grazed elsewhere on site. Parking arrangements for the fieldworkers and especially during 
the planned open days and events will be planned prior to the fieldwork season. 
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West Coast Archaeological Services / Ross and Cromarty Archaeological Services 

West Coast Archaeological Services (WCAS), directed by Steven Birch, and Ross and Cromarty 
Archaeological Services (RoCAS), a partnership of Lynn Fraser and Mary Peteranna, are 
archaeological contractors based on the Black Isle in Cromarty and Tore. We provide contract 
archaeology services to a wide variety of public sectors, private individuals and community groups 
throughout the Highlands and Islands of Scotland and consultancy services which includes desk-
based research for heritage projects. We have been working on contract, community and research-
based archaeological projects for the past 14 years, and have a keen interest in research designed 
survey and excavation fieldwork. 

We have a sincere interest and demonstrated involvement in community-based projects and provide 
talks to local schools. Some of the community projects we have worked on are the Rosemarkie 
Caves Project, the Strathpeffer Initiative (research and production of an archaeological trail App for 
the village of Strathpeffer), development of a conservation plan for Duntulm Castle in Skye and the 
Tarradale Archaeology Project. RoCAS have also been recently appointed facilitators for the 
Cromarty Homes and Heritage Project. 

Lynn Fraser was a founder member of ARCH (Archaeology for Communities in the Highlands). 
She assisted in the ARCH Black Isle Memories Project at Tore and the Killearnan Memories 
Project, which included working with the children at Tore Primary School. She also served as a 
leader of the Inverness and Ross and Cromarty Young Archaeologists Clubs for 5 years. 

Steven Birch developed and co-directed research-based excavations at High Pasture Cave and the 
Fiscavaig Rock Shelter on the Isle of Skye, and Mary Peteranna co-directed the Applecross Broch 
Community Archaeology Project in Wester Ross. 

Our recent large-scale development work includes including monitoring and recording of any 
archaeological during work on the River Ness Flood Protection Scheme (The Highland Council), 
excavation of a prehistoric burial ground on the site of the new wastewater treatment works in 
Fortrose on the Black Isle (Scottish Water), detailed archaeological survey of Scheduled 
Monuments in the North Highlands (Forestry Commission Scotland), excavation of a multi-period 
prehistoric site in advance of the new Broadford Medical Centre in the Isle of Skye (NHS 
Highland), excavation of a Bronze Age cemetery on the site of a new housing development at 
Armadale, Skye (Skye &Lochalsh Housing Association) and trial excavations of a Mesolithic site at 
the Shieldaig Water Treatment Works (Scottish Water). 

We are Fellows of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, members of the North of Scotland 
Archaeology Society (NoSAS) and professional members of the Institute of Archaeologists (IfA). 
Our work is conducted in accordance with the IfA Code of Conduct and Standards. We adhere to 
our Health and Safety Policies and hold £5,000,000 Public Liability and Professional Indemnity 
Insurance. 


