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Summary 

Archaeology North Ltd was commissioned by the Highland Council to undertake a watching 

brief during landscaping groundworks around the Mercat Cross, High Street, Dornoch 

 

A desk-based assessment
1
 of the known archaeological resource had been carried out in May 

2011.  Works were sited to avoid disturbing the neighbouring churchyard wall and the Mercat 

Cross, both Scheduled Ancient Monuments and Listed Buildings. 

 

Groundworks were limited in depth.  At least one buried soil was recorded, from which a 

human toe bone was recovered. The bone was reburied where it was found.  Sandstone slabs, 

removed during the watching brief, formed an approach to a pathway across the churchyard 

and are dated by documentary evidence to 1812-14.  

 

Disarticulated human bone recovered from the excavations was reburied in the same location 

after discussion with the minister of Dornoch Cathedral. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover photograph shows the Mercat Cross after works were completed. 

 

 

 

 

COPYRIGHT 

Copyright of this report remains with Archaeology North Ltd.   However, an exclusive licence 

is hereby granted to the client in all matters directly relating to the project.   Should the client 

wish copyright to be assigned to them, Archaeology North Ltd will retain the right to be 

identified as the author of this report. 

                                                           

1  P Higgins 2011.  Desk based assessment of Mercat Cross, Dornoch; Archaeology North Ltd.  

Unpublished client report 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1. Highland Council Historic Environment Team (HET) produced a Brief for an 

archaeological watching brief on ground works for the removal and replacement of 

landscaping elements around the Mercat Cross, Dornoch.  The watching brief was 

designed to mitigate any impact of the groundworks on archaeological deposits and 

features.  Fieldwork was to be preceded by a desk-based assessment
2
 of the known 

archaeological resource. 

 

1.2. The project, so far as is possible, identified and recorded the archaeological resource 

encountered on the site.  It comprised the desk-based assessment, monitoring of the 

groundworks, and the production and dissemination of this report. 

 

 

2. AIMS, AND OBJECTIVES  

 

2.1. The aim of the project was to ensure preservation by record of any minor 

archaeological features or deposits (assets) encountered and preservation in situ of 

major assets. 
 

2.2. The objectives were 

 

 To identify the archaeological potential of the site. 

 To report on the preservation by record or in situ of any archaeological features or 

deposits. 

 

2.3. The project was conducted in accordance with the Institute for Archaeologists Code of 

Conduct (2010), Standard and Guidance for Archaeological Desk-based Assessment 

(2008), and Standard and Guidance for an Archaeological Watching Brief (2008). 
 

3. SITE LOCATION, DESCRIPTION, AND BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

 

3.1. The site lies immediately to the north of the churchyard around Dornoch Cathedral, on 

the south side of the High Street at OS reference NH 7975 8970, within the Dornoch 

Conservation Area. 

 

3.2. The site is bounded to the south by the churchyard wall, and comprises the area around 

the Mercat Cross. 

 

3.3. The British Geological Survey shows the superficial geology as alluvial clays, silts, 

sands and gravels, overlying sandstone of the Raddery formation. 

 

3.4. The churchyard and the Mercat Cross are Scheduled Ancient Monuments, SAM10828 

and SAM10835 respectively, and Listed Buildings, numbers 24632 and 24646 

respectively. 

 
                                                           

2 P Higgins 2011, ibid 
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The site 

Figure 1  The site within Dornoch 

3.5.   Local reaction to landscaping works, see figure 3, resulted in a decision to remove the 

granite blocks and paving inserted in 2010.  The 2010 work had not been monitored by 

an archaeologist, but local residents reported seeing bones recovered from the broken 

ground.  At least one photograph was taken, see figure 4.  The photograph does not 

allow certain identification, but the larger bone may well be human, in which case it is 

probably a humerus from a sub-adult.  The same team of contractors was used for both 

the 2010 and 2011 works, and their recollection was that this bone was reburied 

beneath the slabs around the Mercat Cross.  Two of these slabs were removed and 

replaced by new slabs; no sign of the reburied bone was seen, but since the formation 

level was higher than the exposed soil the latter was not broken during the 2011 works 

and therefore the bone would not have been expected to be encountered. 
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Figure 2  Google Earth image 16/4/2010.  Site ringed. 

Figure 3  2010 landscaping before removal in 2011. 

Figure 4  Probable human bone from 2010 works.  

Photograph courtesy of Historylinks museum, Ref: 

2011_072_06  No: 10342 
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4. REGULATORY FRAMEWORK AND QUALITY ASSURANCE 

 

4.1. Scottish Planning Policy (SPP)
3
, Scottish Historic Environment Policy (SHEP)

4
, and 

Planning Advice Note 2011-2
5
 regulate the way archaeological matters are dealt with within 

the planning process. 

 

4.2. The Highland Council Structure Plan 2001
6
 sets out the ways Highland Council 

implements the above policies.  Those immediately relevant include Identifying and Regulating 

the Use of Archaeological Sites (BC1); Archaeological Heritage Areas (BC3); the Integration 

of Environmental and Community Interests (G5); and the Conservation and Promotion of the 

Highland Heritage (G6).   

 

4.3. Archaeology North Ltd follows the Code of Conduct of the Institute For Archaeologists 

(IfA).  This project was undertaken in a manner consistent with the Code of Approved Practice 

for the Regulation of Contractual Arrangements in Field Archaeology, 2008, of the IfA. 

 

4.4. Quality of work is assured both through adherence to the standards of the IFA and 

through internal monitoring. 

 

 

5. METHODOLOGY AND ITS LIMITATIONS 

 

5.1. Desk-based assessment.  Available archival resources were reviewed and interpreted in 

context.   The notable features found in this process are listed in gazetteer format 

below.  The following sources were consulted: 

 

 National Monuments Record for Scotland 

  NMRS data, maps, aerial photographs 

 

 Highland Council Historic Environment Record
7
 

 

  National Library of Scotland 

  Historic maps (before OS mapping); OS 1
st
 edition 

 

 Historic Scotland 

Scheduled Ancient Monuments, Listed Buildings, Gardens and Designed 

Landscape data; Canmore; Pastmap 
 

5.2. Fieldwork took place between 6 and 13 June 2011 in generally clear weather.  

Excavations were by a ‘mini digger’ using a toothless grading bucket or by hand.  All 

excavation ceased when formation level was reached. 

  

                                                           

3 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/02/03132605/0 

4 http://www.historic-scotland.gov.uk/shep-july-2009.pdf 

5 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2011/08/04132003/1 

6http://www.highland.gov.uk/yourenvironment/planning/developmentplans/structureplan/thehi

ghlandstructureplan.htm 

7 http://her.highland.gov.uk/Map.aspx?clear=true 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/02/03132605/0
http://www.historic-scotland.gov.uk/shep-july-2009.pdf
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2011/08/04132003/1
http://www.highland.gov.uk/yourenvironment/planning/developmentplans/structureplan/thehighlandstructureplan.htm
http://www.highland.gov.uk/yourenvironment/planning/developmentplans/structureplan/thehighlandstructureplan.htm
http://her.highland.gov.uk/Map.aspx?clear=true
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6. RESULTS 

 

6.1. Desk-based Assessment 

6.1.1. The results of the desk based assessment may be summarised as follows: 

 

6.1.2. The Mercat Cross is a sandstone shaft; there is some debate about whether it 

earlier had cross arms, a finial, or neither.  The scheduled area is a rectangle 

centred on the Cross and extending 2m N/S and 2.5m E/W; it excludes the 

pavement surface to a depth of 30cm. 

 

6.1.3. The cemetery to the south is also a Listed Building, in this case category A 

(number 24632) and a Scheduled Ancient Monument (SAM10828).  The 

scheduled area includes the walls. 

 

6.1.4. Several other listed buildings in The High Street and Gilchrist Square appear to 

have had no direct relationship with the Cross, and were not included in the 

assessment. 

 

6.1.5. A charter of 1628 granted the right to erect a market cross and toll booth, both of 

which may have existed earlier, possibly as early as 1512.  A vaulted chapter 

house standing north of the cathedral was used as a courthouse, and probably a toll 

booth, before 1730. 

 

6.1.6. In 1730 a decision was made to demolish the then courthouse and build a new 

one six feet east of the Mercat Cross, to be built with vaults below for letting as 

shops.  By 1783, Aitken’s plan of the town
8
 clearly shows a building in the correct 

location, see figure 5.  This itself was demolished as part of the extensive 

remodelling of Dornoch in 1812-14. 

 

6.1.7. The Cross was the focus of several annual markets; booths were set out in the 

then unenclosed churchyard
9
, the supports of which were driven into the ground 

‘even into graves and deep enough to reach the coffins’
10

.  The precise limits of 

the churchyard are difficult to establish and it is probable that burials took place 

outwith the area now enclosed by the churchyard walls. 

 

6.1.8. A wide-ranging redevelopment of 1812-14 included not only the demolition of 

the toll booth, but the erection of the wall around the churchyard, so the fairs could 

no longer use this area, and were moved to the eastern end of the High Street. 

  

                                                           

8 McLean’s copy of Aitken’s map of Lonemore, 1783.  Historylinks Museum ref 2001.121 

9 Mackay, H, Old Dornoch; its Traditions and Legends 

10 Sage, D, 1840, Memorabilia domestica 
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6.1.9. The churchyard wall restricted access from the High Street to the newly created 

open space to the south of the Cathedral and in 1818 stone steps were erected to 

allow foot traffic to cross the wall.  The location of the steps is not certain, but it is 

likely that they lie at or near the western edge of the study area. 

 

6.1.10. The High Street itself is one of the oldest thoroughfares in Dornoch, appearing 

on the oldest maps.  It is likely that the road has been re-surfaced many times, and 

may well have varied in width at different periods. 

 

6.2. It is just possible that the Cross does not stand on its original site.  The Canmore 

entry
11

 for the Cross states that in 1911 RCAHMS recorded that the Cross stood west, 

not north, of the cathedral.  This is the only evidence for this assertion, though there is 

equally little evidence for stating it is has never been moved; see MHG11836 entry in 

gazetteer below.  A more detailed review of the documentary evidence, including all 

primary sources, is needed to decide this question. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

11 Canmore ID 14636  

http://canmore.rcahms.gov.uk/en/site/14636/details/dornoch+high+street+mercat+cross/ 

Figure 5  Dornoch in 1783  Part of plan of Sutherland estate by Aitken, Historylinks Museum 

number 2001.121.   Approximate location of site ringed. 

http://canmore.rcahms.gov.uk/en/site/14636/details/dornoch+high+street+mercat+cross/
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Figure 6  Dornoch in 1811.  Historylinks Museum number 2003.234.  .   Approximate 

location of site ringed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 7  Dornoch in 1832   Plan of Dornoch for Great Reform Act NLS 

http://maps.nls.uk/towns/reform/view/?id=2579.  Approximate location of site ringed. 

 

http://maps.nls.uk/towns/reform/view/?id=2579
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6.3. Watching Brief 

 

6.3.1. Note; context numbers are in bold.  See Table 2 for descriptions and 

relationships. 

 

6.3.2. The watching brief began with the removal of the landscaping carried out in 

2010, so a cursory record was made of the main elements removed.  All were 

contained in a cut, 18, which marked the extent of the disturbance.  The paving, 1, 

was a mix of small granite, Caithness flags and small rounded pebbles set in 

concrete and edged with Caithness stone.  A replacement tarmac surface, 3, lay 

around the outer edges of the paving, partly overlying the earlier tarmac road 

surface, 4.  Polished granite bollards, 6, 7, 8, and 9, defined the boundary between 

the landscaped area and the rest of the High Street.  A seat made of a large circular 

disc of polished granite, 5, sat on a base of concrete, 10, and the whole area lay on 

bed or base layer of gravel, sand and occasional sandcrete, 11. 
 

Figure 8  OS 25" map, surveyed 1874.  Sutherland sheet 

CXiii.6.  Courtesy of National Library of Scotland 
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Figure 10  Measured sketch of seat 5 and layers below. 

Figure 9  Measured sketch of 2010 (green) landscaping prior to 2011 works.  Limit of 2011 

works in blue. 
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Figure 11  The site as excavated.  North to top of drawing.  See Figure 

11 for detail. 
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6.3.3. Standing on a low plinth of sandstone slabs within the landscaped area, the 

Mercat Cross is a square section sandstone shaft, see cover photograph.  There are 

neither arms nor finial, although the slightly concave top suggests that the cross 

may have been truncated at some point in the past.   

 

6.3.4. The plinth in turn stands on sandstone paving slabs, 13.  At one time these slabs 

stood proud of the road surface, see figure 14.  The two northernmost slabs were 

removed during the watching brief and replaced; arcs were noted cut into their 

northern edges, see Photo 34, marking the insertion of posts or bollards prior to 

2010.  Chains still secured to the churchyard wall, 1, previously surrounded the 

cross, supported on the bollards.  These are shown on Historylinks Museum image 

2007_057_041, taken in 1988, and are also just visible in a photograph from 1960, 

Historylinks image 2007_031_49. 

 

6.3.5. Re-used fillets or shims of concrete were found between the northern slabs of 

13; these had been lifted and replaced during the 2010 works, but the concrete did 

not appear to have been disturbed and thus can be used to date the laying of 13 to 

the Early Modern/Modern period.  

 

6.3.6. The churchyard wall, 1, which documentary evidence dates to 1812-14 (see 6.18 

above), is of roughly coursed sandstone blocks, themselves roughly squared, 

bonded with lime mortar and capped with triangular section capping stones.  Many 

areas of repair with cement mortar are visible, and many holes and voids are 

evidence of frequent use of the wall to support various signs and small structures.  

A brief photographic record of both sides of the wall by the site was made, 

including a stone with inscription on the southern face, see Photo 15, complete 

with gongoozler. 

 

6.3.7. A gap or gate in the wall is situated at the western end of the site.  The gate is 

some 0.78m wide, and has a short spur wall set at an angle to the main wall and 

terminating in a re-used headstone set vertically.  The stones framing the gate are 

dressed and squared, with peck marks.  The gate opens to a path across the 

churchyard which documentary evidence (6.1.9 above) suggests may have been 

accessed by steps across the wall after enclosure.  The gate thus appears to have 

replaced the steps at a later date. 

 

6.3.8. A brief circuit of the wall noted the use of several different capping and coping 

stones.  A major change of build was also noted (see Photo 25) beginning some 

6.7m west of the gate, extending around the west end of the churchyard and 

finishing at the gate at the southern end of the path.  The build here is of coursed, 

dressed and squared stone, with peck marks, bonded with lime mortar and with 

coping stones.  It is assumed that this build is more recent than that by the site. 

 

6.3.9. The 2010 landscaping cut through tarmac layers 4 and 19, which is probably one 

layer recorded in two different places.  19 had white paint, almost certainly 

marking a car parking space. 

 

6.3.10. Two stone construction elements lay below the tarmac, comprising 21, 

sandstone blocks laid at the threshold of the gate and showing distinct signs of 

wear; and 17, sandstone slabs laid as paving in an alignment leading towards, but 
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not reaching, the gate, see Photo 43.  The slabs were cracked and slightly slumped.  

A cut, 22, and its well-mixed, tarmac-rich fill, 23, lay between the paving and the 

gate, suggesting paving there had been removed at a point after tarmac had been 

laid.  The 2010 landscaping had destroyed overlying layers, so it was not possible 

to assert that 22 had cut the tarmac, but the tarmac inclusions in 23 make this seem 

likely.  The sandstone slabs were not of uniform thickness, but were skilfully laid 

to present a level surface despite the lack of a base layer. 

 

6.3.11. The formation level of the 2011 landscaping works was below the level of the 

17, which was therefore removed.  It is possible that one or more slabs may 

survive in the northern baulk. 

 

6.3.12. In the east of the site a small extension to the main works allowed the cut, 25, 

for the wall, 1, to be recorded; excavations elsewhere were too shallow to expose 

this cut, except near the gate, where cut 22 seems to have destroyed it.  25 was not 

bottomed, but contained both 1 and a rather loose fill, 26, which had coal, CBM 

and mortar inclusions. 

 

6.3.13. Three buried soils, 12, 14 and 23, were recorded in different areas.  They are all 

sandy loams of similar colours and seem likely to be one context.  12 was 

recorded in the area of seat 5, and contained architectural stone, animal bone and a 

single human bone.  In contrast with the other two soils its upper surface was 

compacted and contained many small stones, mostly oriented horizontally and 

suggestive of a path or road surface.  However, the stones did not form a 

continuous surface and it is more likely that they were trampled in during the 2010 

ground works.  14 was recorded below 13, the slabs around the cross; 23 was 

recorded below the paving, 17 and was cut by 22. 

 

6.3.14. A natural deposit, 24, consisting of dark reddish brown sandy material, was 

recorded in the small eastern extension; elsewhere excavations, which ceased at 

the formation level, were too shallow to expose it. 

 

6.3.15. Contexts 15 and 16 were unstratified finds; the former comprised glass and 

pottery from the excavations for inserting the Historylinks information board in a 

new location; the latter comprised glass and pottery from below the paving, 17. 

 

  

Figure 12  Plan and section of eastern extension of excavations 
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Figure 13  Plan of paving in west of site 
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7. FINDS 

 

7.1. Finds were recovered from six contexts; unstratified finds were designated with two 

further contexts, see Table 3. 

 

  



Mercat Cross Watching Brief Report 

17 
 

Table 3  Finds by context 

Context Material Fragments Weight (g) Description Interpretation Date 

12 Stone 1 1 Buff sandstone, 1g; 1 Caithness stone, 137g 

Buff, shelly sandstone block; 425 x 320 x 300mm, 

22.5kg; roughly squared, faced one side, four sides 

with lime mortar adhering 

Large block is a 

broken, re-used 

architectural 

fragment 

 

 Iron 1 12 58mm x 11mm shaft Probable nail shaft  

 Animal 

bone 

7  2 Sheep metacarpals, fit together; skinning marks;  

1 Sheep/goat metapodal; 2 fragments of bird bone, fit 

together; butchery marks; 1 fragment of cattle pelvis; 

with saw marks 

Meat processing 

debris 

 

 Human 

bone 

1 2 Single toe bone Disarticulated  

13 Concrete 4 816 Oblong, elongate blocks with eroded edges Re-used as 

fillers/shims between 

slabs of 13 

Modern 

14 Stone 7 69 Grey slate; 1 Ballachulish; 2 burnt, fit together  Early 

Modern/

Modern 

 Mortar 2 3 Creamy lime mortar with fine quartz inclusions   

 Glass 2 20 1 green bottle body sherd; 1 clear bottle body sherd  Early 

Modern/

Modern 

15 Pottery 4 45 1 pearlware flanged rim sherd, plain; 1 stoneware 

body jar sherd 

Unstratified Early 

Modern/

Modern 

 Glass 6 530 Mostly base sherds of pale green, fit together giving 

vessel with external base diameter of 140mm 

Early 

Modern/

Modern 

16 Pottery 2 27 1 stoneware jar base sherd, internal salt glaze; 1 blue 

& White Willow Pattern plate sherd 

Unstratified Early 

Modern/
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Context Material Fragments Weight (g) Description Interpretation Date 

Modern 

 Glass 1 8 1 dark green bottle body sherd Early 

Modern/

Modern 

20 Stone 2 54 1 buff sandstone, local; 1 Caithness flag, possible 

whetstone 

  

  2 12 1 pearlware base sherd; 1 stoneware jar body sherd; 1 

redware with clear internal and brown external glazes 

 Early 

Modern/

Modern 

 Clay pipe 1 1 Stem fragment, tapering.  1mm bore   

 Metal 1 24 Folded iron strap, 62 x 26 x 13mm   

23 Glass 2 5 1 blue vessel body sherd; 1 clear, flat, possible 

window sherd  

Unstratified Early 

Modern/

Modern 

26 Stone 1 5 Abraded grey schist   

 Pottery 6 50 1 black glazed teapot body sherd, with strainer, 17g; 

1 refined earthenware plate rim sherd, blue 

decoration, 12g; 

3 stoneware jar sherds, 2 fit together, written 

‘Wholesale’ with thistle below, possible marmalade 

jar; 

1 ‘Vitrified’ body sherd with faint purple decoration 

 Early 

Modern/

Modern 

 Glass 4 27 3 dark green bottle sherds, 1 clear square/oblong 

body sherd 

 Early 

Modern/

Modern 
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9. PHASING AND DISCUSSION  

 

9.1. Seven provisional phases in the development of the site have been identified.  Phases 

IV and V are somewhat speculative. 
 

Table 2 Phasing 

Phase Contexts Description and interpretation Date 

I 24 Natural deposit -  

II 12, 14, 23 Buried soil(s).  Well-mixed, so frequently 

cultivated or disturbed.  Probably developed as 

part of churchyard use prior to enclosure. 

Before 

1812 

III 1, 25, 26 The enclosure of the churchyard by the wall, 

1, its cut, 25, and backfill, 26 

1812-14 

IV 17 Paving, 17, laid.  This aligns with the gate, but 

may have originally led to the steps built in 

1818 to allow pedestrian access over the wall.   

1818 or 

later 

V 13, 20, 

21, 22  

Part of 17 is removed by cut 22, which may 

also have removed the steps.  The wall is 

pierced by the gate, of which 21 forms the 

threshold.  Fill 22 contains tarmac, suggesting 

a date in the mid to late 20
th

 century.  Slabs, 

13, around cross laid. 

Mid to Late 

C20th 

VI 4, 19 Tarmac road surface laid.  It is possible this 

was cut by 22, in which case phases V and VI 

should be reversed. 

Mid to Late 

C20th 

VII 2, 3, 5, 6, 

7, 8, 9, 

10, 11, 18 

Landscaping 2010 

 
 

9.2. The main archaeological interest centres on the paving, 17.  This patently forms an 

approach to the pathway across the churchyard, but the cut, 22, has destroyed the 

relationship with the wall or gate, and the 2010 landscaping has removed evidence of 

the layer from which 22 was cut.  It is thus not possible to assert definitely that the 

steps mentioned in the documentary evidence, 6.1.9 above, were removed by 22, and it 

is possible that the steps had been removed earlier. 

 

9.3. The buried soils (12, 14, and 23) of phase II were well-mixed and contained Early 

Modern/Modern finds, including animal bone bearing skinning and butchery marks, 

possibly debris from a market stall.  Context 12 also yielded a human toe bone from 

below the large granite seat, 5, from a depth not disturbed by the 2010 works.  It is not 

possible to state if it is from the same individual as the bone shown in figure 4 above, 

and given the nature of the context it could well come from a burial disturbed during 

the formation of 12. 
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Figure 14  Mercat Cross c.1920, showing surrounding paving proud of the road surface. 

Historylinks image 2002_294. 
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Table 3  Contexts.  Context numbers in bold. 

Context Type Description Dimensions (m) Above Below Interpretation 

   N/S E/W Max 

Height/

Depth 

   

1 Fill Partly coursed stone wall of roughly squared 

sandstone blocks and triangular section 

capping stones.  Bonded by lime mortar with 

extensive repairs of cement mortar.  Forms 

southern boundary of the site.  Pierced by a 

gate at the extreme west of the site; gate 

formed of angled, pecked stone blocks and a 

re-used headstone.  Change of build noted 

6.7m to west of gate, to coursed, squared 

blocks. 

0.48 >11 1.2 25 26 Churchyard wall.  Gate 

position consistent with 

pathway across churchyard, see 

text. 

2 Fill Paving of small granite setts, Caithness flags 

and pebbles all set in concrete and edged 

with Caithness stone. 

>5 >11 0.25 6, 7, 8, 

9 

-  2010 landscaping 

3 Fill Tarmac >5 >11 0.04 1, 4, 5 -  2010 landscaping 

4 Layer Tarmac >5 >11 0.05 21, 25 3 Former road surface, predating 

2010 landscaping 

5 Fill Circular slab of polished granite butted by 3 2.20 2.20 0.58 10 3 Granite seat of 2010 

landscaping 

6 Fill Polished granite bollard 0.45 0.45 0.90 11 2 2010 landscaping 

7 Fill Polished granite bollard 0.55 0.55 1.19 11 2 2010 landscaping 

8 Fill Polished granite bollard 0.51 0.51 1.08 11 2 2010 landscaping 

9 Fill Polished granite bollard 0.44 0.44 0.88 11 2 2010 landscaping 

10 Fill Concrete base of 5 2.20 2.20 0.58 11 5 2010 landscaping 

11 Fill Sand, gravel and occasional sandcrete areas >4 >3 0.20 18 6, 7, 

8, 9, 

10 

Base layer for 2010 

landscaping 
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Context Type Description Dimensions (m) Above Below Interpretation 

   N/S E/W Max 

Height/

Depth 

   

12 Layer Dark greyish brown sandy loam with 

occasional silty inclusions.  Fragments of 

stone & bone, flecks of charcoal & CBM.  

Upper surface compacted and contains many 

small stones oriented horizontally. 

>1.1 >1.7 0.17 UE 18 Possible road/path layer below 

and pre-dating 2010 

landscaping, although 

compaction possibly due to 

trampling during that work.  

Not fully excavated -formation 

level reached. 

13 Layer Sandstone slabs around base of Mercat 

Cross.  Northern slabs laid E/W and cut for 

earlier bollards; disturbed in 2010. Other 

slabs laid N/S.  Plinth on which Cross stands 

is 0.04m higher than this context.   

3.7 2.85 0.07 14 - Paving around plinth.  Possibly 

C19th, see text. 

14 Layer Discontinuous dark greyish brown sandy silt 

with the compacted surface containing 

fragments of sandstone. 

3.7 2.85 UE UE 13 Buried soil 

15 - Unstratified finds      From vicinity of Historylinks 

board 

16  - Unstratified finds      From below 17 

17 Layer Large, sub-rectangular cracked and water-

logged sandstone slabs.  Slumping in centre 

of exposed area. 

2.45 >1.5 0.09 23 19 Paving aligned with gate in 

wall 1.  Slab nearest wall 

missing, see 18.  Slumping 

may indicate feature below, but 

formation level reached so not 

excavated. 

18 Feature See Interpretation >11 >5  -  12, 19, 

20 

11 Notional cut for 2010 

landscaping 
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Context Type Description Dimensions (m) Above Below Interpretation 

   N/S E/W Max 

Height/

Depth 

   

19 Layer Tarmac marked with white paint line >3 >2.4 0.05 17, 20, 

26 

18 Former road surface with car 

park markings 

20 Fill Well-mixed dark greyish brown sandy loam 

with common tarmac inclusions 

>3 >2.4 >0.24 22 19 Fill of 22; extent uncertain but 

origin recent. 

21 Fill Two horizontally set sandstones at the base 

of the gate in 1.  Eastern stone concave 

>0.4 >0.8 >0.07 UE 4 Threshold of gate, with tread 

wear 

22 Feature Vertically sided cut at S end of 17.   0.82 >1.5 UE 17 20 Cut to remove part of 17, and 

possibly steps, see text. 

23 Layer Dark greyish brown, well-mixed compacted 

sandy loam with sparse charcoal, CBM & 

mortar inclusions 

2.45 >1.5 0.07 24 17 Soil below 17.  Similar to 12 & 

14, but not certainly the same. 

24 Layer Dark reddish brown gravelly sand with no 

inclusions 

>0.2 >3.0 >0.2 UE 23 Natural 

25 Feature Vertically sided cut for wall 1 >0.7 UE >0.32 14 1 Cut containing wall 1 and 

backfill 26.  Only observable in 

small trench, but assumed to be 

cut for whole of wall 1 

26 Fill Rather loose dark greyish brown sandy loam 

with sparse coal, ceramic building material 

& mortar inclusions 

UE >0.7 >0.32 1 19 Backfill of cut for wall 1 
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Figure 15  Harris matrix  UE means 

unexcavated.  15 & 16 are unstratified finds   
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10. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

10.1. The paving, 17, is dated by inference from documentary evidence to 1812-14.  

Relationships and relative dating evidence have not survived in the area excavated. 

 

10.2. The paving, 13, around the Mercat Cross seems likely to date from the same 

period. 

 

10.3. The discovery of human bone during both the 2010 and 2011 works, together 

with the documentary evidence that the churchyard may have extended beyond its 

present boundaries, strongly suggests that any groundworks in the vicinity of the 

church yard may disturb buried human remains, and it is recommended that all sucj 

works should be monitored. 

 

10.4. No trace was found of the toll booth, which probably lay just beyond the east 

edge of the excavated area. 

 

10.5. No further work is recommended on the material archive from this site, but 

future works in the same or neighbouring areas should be monitored. 
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APPENDIX 1 

Sources consulted for the desk-based assessment: 

 

The Highland Historic Environment Record (HER) 

 

The National Monuments Record of Scotland (NMRS) 

 

Historic Scotland’s databases of Listed Buildings, Scheduled Ancient Monuments and 

monuments proposed for scheduling 

 

Ordnance Survey map coverage from 1st edition onwards 

 

Cartographic sources held at the National Library of Scotland Map Library 
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development, Scottish Burgh Survey, University of Glasgow 

 

 

 

APPENDIX 2 

 

Gazetteer of known sites.  The entries in Table 2 are taken verbatim from the Historic 

Environment Record (HER) 

 

SAM means Scheduled Ancient Monument. 

 

 

 

http://her.highland.gov.uk/SingleResult.aspx?uid=%27THG58%27
http://her.highland.gov.uk/SingleResult.aspx?uid=%27thg80%27
http://her.highland.gov.uk/SingleResult.aspx?uid=%27THG60%27
http://her.highland.gov.uk/SingleResult.aspx?uid=%27THG65%27
http://her.highland.gov.uk/SingleResult.aspx?uid=%27thg81%27
http://her.highland.gov.uk/Map.aspx?clear=true
http://her.highland.gov.uk/Map.aspx?clear=true
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Table 1  HER gazetteer   
HER number NGR NAME Type SUMMARY NUMLINK NMRS Listed Building SAM 

MHG16949 NH 79741 

89692 

Dornoch 

Cathedral 

cemetery 

Cemetery Churchyard of Dornoch Cathedral.  Used for markets until 1812-14, 

when it was enclosed Statistical Account of Scotland in 1791 wrote; 

 

  24632 10828 

MHG11836 NH 79756 

89707 

Mercat 

Cross 

Market 

Cross 

 

Market Cross of Dornoch.  A simple shaft standing on a squared base and 

surrounded by flagstones.   

14636 NH78NE4 24646 10835 

 
 

http://her.highland.gov.uk/SingleResult.aspx?uid=MHG16949
http://her.highland.gov.uk/SingleResult.aspx?uid=MHG11836
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APPENDIX 3 

 

Table 3  Index of Photographs 

Photo 

no. 

Direction 

faced 

Scale Description 

1 SW 1 x 1m General layout, looking SW 

2 W 1 x 1m Mercat Cross area, looking W 

3 S 1 x 1m Mercat Cross area, looking S 

4 E 1 x 1m Mercat Cross area, looking E 

5 SW 1 x 1m West part of site, looking SW 

6 SE 1 x 1m West part of site, looking SE 

7 ESE 1 x 1m West part of site, looking ESE 

8 SE  -  The Cross being boxed in 

9 NE  -  North boundary of site being fenced 

10 S 2 x 1m Churchyard wall, north side, by gate at west end of site 

11 S 2 x 1m Churchyard wall, north side, east of shot 10 

12 S 2 x 1m Churchyard wall, north side, east of shot 11 

13 S 2 x 1m Churchyard wall, north side, east of shot 12 

14 N 2 x 1m Churchyard wall, north side, east of shot 13 

15 N 2 x 1m Churchyard wall, south side, by gate at west end of site 

16 N 2 x 1m Churchyard wall, north side, east of shot 14 

17 N 2 x 1m Churchyard wall, north side, east of shot 15 

18 N 2 x 1m Churchyard wall, north side, east of shot 16 

19 N 2 x 1m Churchyard wall, north side, east of shot 17.  Includes 

inscribed stone 

20 N 2 x 1m Churchyard wall, north side, east of shot 18 

21 N 2 x 1m Inscribed stone in south side of churchyard wall 

22 SW  -  Setts 2 and tarmac 3 being removed 

23 NE  -  Bollards 7, 8 and 9 being removed 

24 SW  -  Seat 5 being broken out 

25 S 2 x 1m Churchyard wall, north face, at building change, 6.7m west 

of west edge of gate 

26 SW  -  Seat 5 being lifted 

27 NW/OH 1 x 1m First exposure of 12.  Note incorrect label - 13 should read 

14 

28 NW/OH 1 x 1m First exposure of 12.  Note incorrect label - 13 should read 

14 

29 W  -  Seat 5 being lifted 

30 OH 1 x 1m Surface of part of 12 cleaned; below former location of 5 

31 NE 1 x 1m Site with 5, 7 and 8 removed 

32 S 1 x 1m Slabs 13 around the Cross plinth 

33 W 1 x 1m Slabs 13 around the Cross plinth 

34 SE  -  Slabs 13 being lifted 
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Photo 

no. 

Direction 

faced 

Scale Description 

35 NW  -  Edge of the more southerly of the two north slabs of 13, 

showing tooling on upper part 

36 E 1 x 1m 14 freshly exposed and cleaned 

37 SE 1 x 1m Part of another course of 1 after removel of concrete  

38 W  -  Historylinks information board being moved 

39 S 1 x 1m Paving 17 in west of site on first exposure.  Includes 

threshold stones 21 

40 SE 1 x 1m As shot 39, from NW 

41 NE  -  Tarmac 3 being broken out.  Shows 19 with car park paint 

line 

42 S  1 x 1m Threshold stones 21 showing wear pattern.  Also layer 20.   

43 S 1 x 1m Area of paving 17, cleaned.  Shows 2, 18, 19, 20, 21 

44 S 1 x 1m As shot 43, but showing 17 in more detail 

45 E 1 x 1m Cut 22, with 23, 17, 2, and 18 

46  -   -  Human bone from 12.  Smallest square in background = 

1mm 

47  -   -  As shot 46, with flash 

48 E/OH 1 x 1m Trench in SE, showing 14, 25, 26 

49 S 1 x 1m Mercat Cross, N face after project completion 

50 S 1 x 1m Mercat Cross, N face after project completion 

51 W 1 x 1m Mercat Cross, E face after project completion 

52 E 1 x 1m Mercat Cross, W face after project completion 

53 NE 1 x 1m Mercat Cross, S face after project completion 

54 W 1 x 1m The site on completion 

55 SW 1 x 1m The site on completion 
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APPENDIX 4 

 

Selected photographs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo 21  Inscribed stone in south side of churchyard wall 

Photo 15  Churchyard wall, south side, by gate at west end of site 
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Photo 34  Slabs 13 being lifted 

Photo 25  Churchyard wall, north face, at building change, 6.7m west of west edge of 

gate 



Mercat Cross Watching Brief Report 

32 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo 43  Area of paving 17, cleaned.  Shows 2, 18, 19, 20, 21 


