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 Summary 

 A small-scale archaeological watching brief was carried out on the 17th February 2014 on 
 behalf of Turner Estate Solutions Ltd at Fort George, Ardersier, Highland, as part of a 
 Scheduled Monument Consent. The work was carried out in advance of the removal and 
 replacement of a new cable joint at the southeast corner of the current visitor centre building.  
 
 The excavations revealed a section of the footings of the visitor building and an open access 
 hole through the fabric of the building that had been used for routing service cables into the 
 building’s interior. The sediments abutting the southeast side of the building had been heavily 
 disturbed in the past in creating the original services trench. These mixed sediments 
 produced fragments of ceramic drain, fragments of ‘industrial period’ ceramics and glass, 
 animal bone and two fragments of lead. The southeast-facing section of the excavations 
 showed less disturbed material abutting the southwest corner of the building. 
 
 
1. Introduction 

 
1.1 An archaeological watching brief was conducted at Fort George, Ardersier, Highland, on 
 behalf of Turner Estate Solutions Ltd on the 17th February 2014. Centred on national grid 
 reference NH 76492 56813 (see Figure 1), the work was carried out under Scheduled 
 Monument Consent in advance of the removal and replacement of a cable joint and duct 
 providing services to the interior of the current visitor centre.  
 
1.2 Fort George is a unique example of 18th century military architecture created by William 
 Skinner between the years 1747 and 1769. The works associated with this watching brief are 
 centred on the Ravelin Guard House, which form the eastern point of the earthwork defences. 
 The defences were heavily concentrated on the landward side of the promontory at this 
 location and probably form some of the first defensive structures erected at the site. 
 
 

 
 

Plate 1 – The Guard House and drawbridge looking NNE 
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2. Site location 
 
2.1 Fort George is located on a level spit of land at Ardersier, about 11 miles (18 km) northeast 

of Inverness, which forms a promontory jutting into the Moray Firth and controls the 
approach by sea to Inverness (see Figure 1).    

 
2.2 The excavated trench is located at the southeast gable of the current visitor building, which 
 originally formed a guard house on Prince Edward’s Ravelin.  

 

 
 

Figure 1 – Location maps showing Fort George and the area of the archaeological watching 
brief (Reproduced from Ordnance Survey Data © Crown Copyright 2014. All rights reserved) 

 
 
3. Archaeological and Historical Background 
 
3.1 Following the 1746 defeat at Culloden of Bonnie Prince Charlie, George II created the 

ultimate defence against further Jacobite unrest. The result, Fort George, is the mightiest 
artillery fortification in Britain, if not Europe.   

  
3.2 Lieutenant-General William Skinner was the designer and first governor of Fort George. He 

mapped out a complex and fascinating interplay of ramparts and massive bastions, ditches 
and firing steps. The defences were heavily concentrated on the landward side of the 
promontory, from where an anticipated Jacobite assault would come. The remaining seaward 
sides were protected by long stretches of rampart and smaller bastions. Work began on the 
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fort in 1748, with Colonel Skinner in charge, and the Adam brothers, John, Robert and later 
James, acting as contractors, overseeing around 1,000 soldiers who provided labour and 
defended the site against attack. By 1757 the main defences were in place and Fort George 
was finally completed in 1769. The original budget was £92,673 19s 1d, but the final cost 
was more than £200,000, a vast figure for the time. 

 
3.3 Internally, Skinner provided all the buildings required by the large garrison – houses for the 

governor, deputy-governor and fort-major, blocks for the staff officers and the gunners, two 
enormous sets of barracks, ordnance and provision stores, powder magazines, workshops and 
– as an afterthought – a chapel. When the fortress was completed in 1769, the Highlands were 
peaceful but it was maintained in readiness for action that never came, and has remained 
virtually unaltered. Fort George became a base for the Black Watch Regiment and is the only 
ancient monument in Scotland still functioning as intended – a working army barracks - but 
still welcoming visitors.  

 

 
 
Figure 2 – Plan Elevation and Section of the Guard House in the Ravelin at Fort George, 1752 

 (NLS - MS.1646 Z.02/47a) 
 
 
3.4 The development site is a grade A-listed building and is noted by Historic Scotland as 

follows: ‘Symmetrical plan; roughly triangular fortified complex encompassing 42 acres 
(17.2 hectares) of W facing spit of land projecting into Moray Firth enclosed by ramparts 
with various bastions and bartizans etc. All building of the highest quality dressed red rubble 
with contrasting polished and tooled ashlar (yellow sandstone from Covesea) and some brick 
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(fired on site). As mentioned above, the former Guard House on the Ravelin is now used as a 
visitor centre. 

 
3.5 A series of watching briefs and small scale excavations have been undertaken at the Fort 

between 1994 and 2012, principally by Kirkdale Archaeology, with varying limited results. 
More recently Highland Archaeology Services undertook a watching brief in Nov-Dec 2012 
during renovation works at the museum, again with limited results. One of the evaluations 
undertaken in 1999 (NMRS NH75NE3) took place on the Ravelin, to the E of the Guard 
House, to test for the survival of original surfaces at this eastern point of the earthwork 
defences. The purpose here was to ascertain what evidence, if any, existed for the authenticity 
of the present tarmac paths and any other paths in the area. It was evident that considerable 
earth-moving had taken place fairly recently, notably associated with the revetment wall of 
the principal ditch and the partial rebuilding of the splayed inner entry of the Ravelin Gate.  

 

 
 

Figure 3 – Plan showing Prince Edward’s Ravelin, the former Guard House and trench 
location 

 
 
4. Methodology 
 
4.1 The purpose of the archaeological watching brief was to efficiently identify and record any 
 features or finds of archaeological interest during the excavation of the cable trench. This was 
 carried out in order to minimise any delays or disruptions to the developments and to propose 
 appropriate mitigation in the event that significant features of interest were uncovered. The 



Fort George, Ardersier: Archaeological Watching Brief 
 
 

                                                         
                                                   

- 7 -

 Scottish Planning Policy describes how archaeology should be managed when considering 
 planning decisions and determining conditions for developments that have an impact on the 
 historic environment.  
 
4.2 The proposed area of excavation comprised a trench 2.5m by 2.5m by up to 1m deep. All 
 excavation of the ground was made by hand under direct archaeological supervision. 
 However, due to the complex of services within the trench and the necessity to gain sufficient 
 access to the services for the proposed works, the trench was extended. Permission for the 
 extension was negotiated between Ken Nicolson of Turner Estate Solutions Ltd and Alan 
 Rutherford of Historic Scotland. Hand-cleaning was then undertaken where required by the 
 site archaeologist prior to recording.   
 
4.3 All archaeological work was undertaken in accordance with the brief for archaeological 
 work and Scheduled Monument Consent, Development Guidance from the Highland Council 
 Historic Environment Team, and to the standards and guidance as set out by the Institute for 
 Archaeologists’ Code of Conduct and Standard and Guidance for an Archaeological 
 Watching Brief.   
 
5. Results 

 
5.1  The watching brief was carried out on the 17th February 2014. The weather conditions for the 

fieldwork were primarily dry and overcast with light winds after a frost, although light rain 
became more persistent as the day progressed with strong winds blowing from the southwest. 

 
5.2 Removal of the turf context (01) revealed a mid-brown loam containing numerous fine roots 
 and some small angular and rounded stone clasts. Within the SE-facing section of the trench, 
 where there had been less disturbance context (01) also contained a thin, discontinuous lens 
 of fine light brown to orange ash (02). This lens of material also contained numerous fine 
 roots and small fragments of coal/clinker. Removal of context (01) revealed dark brown 
 sediments containing coal fragments and some ash and fine rootlets (03). This deposit 
 contained small rounded beach cobbles, slate fragments, glass, ceramics and animal bone (the 
 glass and ceramics are from the ‘industrial period’). Context (03) became more disturbed and 
 mixed in the centre of the trench (to the SE) where cable trenches had been cut in the past. In 
 this area, sand was mixed in with the context that most likely related to backfilling deposits 
 over the cables. 
 
5.3 Excavation around the cables and their associated pipe trench continued to produce mixed 
 deposits of dark brown sediment, sand and small beach cobbles. Protective marker tape 
 relating to the laying of the original cables was also recovered, along with the occasional 
 fragment of animal bone, industrial period ceramics, ceramic drain and one lead fragment. 
 The deposits in the southeast-facing section of the trench however had not been disturbed to 
 the same extent and comprised loose rounded beach cobbles with a mid-brown sediment 
 matrix (04). Some fine rootlets present within the matrix, while finds included slate 
 fragments, small pieces of coal and a strip of lead. A metal pipe (possibly water) 
 approximately 30mm in diameter was found running NW-SE at the interface between 
 contexts (03) and (04). 

 
5.4 These deposits abutted the foundation courses of the SE gable of the old Guard House 
 comprising dressed sandstone blocks with thin pinning/levelling stones and mortared joints 
 (05). Dressed blocks of ashlar formed the quoins of the building and decorative moulded 
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 blocks at the horizon of the current ground surface. The joints between these blocks are very 
 fine, the blocks having been fitted well together. A sandstone block has been removed from 
 the lower courses of the foundations in the past, creating an access hole through the wall into 
 the interior of the Guard House (06). 

 
5.5  Excavations did not proceed to the depth of 1 metre permitted under the Scheduled 

 Monument Consent, but stopped when sufficient room had been gained around the existing 
 cables to allow their replacement where necessary. Therefore, the basal foundations of the 
 gable wall of the Guard House/Visitor Centre were not exposed for recording. 
 

   
 

Plates 2 & 3 – The E gable of the visitor centre before the start of excavations (left); and 
general image taken during the excavations (right) 

 

 
 

Plate 4 – SE facing section in trench showing wall foundations and associated contexts 
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Figure 4 – Southeast-facing section through excavated trench 
 
 

6. Discussion    
 
6.1  The watching brief provided evidence for the earlier disturbance of archaeological deposits 

 during the cutting of the original service trenches and associated installation of the cables and 
 pipes. Evidence was also found for the construction of the access route for cabling through 
 the SE gable wall foundations into the interior of the Guard House. However, the 
 archaeological deposits displayed in the SE-facing section of the trench appeared to have 
 received fewer disturbances and may provide a true record for the build-up and deposition of 
 deposits abutting the SW-facing wall of the building. The excavated trench revealed well-
 built foundation courses for the former Guard House with well-pinned and mortared joints.  

 
6.2 The few small finds recovered from the trench comprised material potentially contemporary 

with the use of the fort including ‘industrial period’ ceramics and glass and two pieces of 
lead, while the animal bone most likely relates to the deposition and middening of food 
waste. The thin lens of orange ash (context 02) and coal fragments may relate to the 
formation of a ground surface or discontinuous path on the SW side of the building.  

           
7. Recommendations 
 
7.1 There is no further work recommended as a result of this watching brief. 
 
8. Reporting 
 
8.1 This report will be disseminated to the contractor/developer, Highland Council Historic 

Environment Team and the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of 
Scotland. 

 
8.2 A digital report will also be submitted with digital copies of the site photographs and geo-

referenced site plans in ESRI shapefile format. Stuart Farrell will retain copyright of this 
report. 
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8.3 A summary of the watching brief will be submitted for publication in Archaeology Scotland’s 
annual journal, Discovery and Excavation in Scotland.   

 
 

 
 

Plate 5 – A general view of the trench on completion of excavations looking NNE 
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Appendix 1: Index of Contexts 
 

Fort George 2014: Contexts Register 
Context 
Number Description Under Over Finds 

 
C01 Turf and topsoil matt with a mid-brown loam 

containing fine rootlets 
- C02 - 

 
C02 

A thin lens of fine light brown to orange ash 
containing some small coal/clinker fragments and 
fine rootlets 

C01 C01 - 

 

C03 

Dark brown sediment containing coal fragments 
and some ash and fine rootlets. Also contains small 
rounded beach cobbles, slate fragments, glass, 
ceramics and animal bone 

C01 C04 

Ceramics, 
glass, slate 
& animal 

bone 

 
C04 

Loose rounded beach cobbles with a mid-brown 
sediment matrix. Some fine rootlets present in 
matrix 

C03 - Coal, slate, 
lead 

 

C05 

Foundations of wall at gable end of visitor building, 
comprises dressed sandstone blocks with thin 
pinning/levelling stones and mortared joints. Some 
of the joints between the larger dressed sandstone 
blocks are very fine and well-fitted together 

C01 - - 

 

C06 

Removal of sandstone block has created access hole 
through wall foundations into interior of the 
building. The hole has ragged edges, through which 
the cables and pipes have been routed through into 
the interior of the building 

- - - 
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Appendix 2: Index of Photographs 
 

Fort George 2014: Index of Photographs 

No. Direction 
Facing 

Site 
No. Notes Taken 

By Date 

1 WNW - Pre-excavation shot showing SE gable of visitor centre 
building SB 17.02.14 

2 WNW - Pre-excavation shot showing SE gable of visitor centre 
building SB 17.02.14 

3 WNW - 
Post-excavation image showing foundations at SE end of 
building and cables entering building through hole in 
foundations 

SB 17.02.14 

4 WNW - 
Post-excavation image showing foundations at SE end of 
building, cables entering building through hole in 
foundations, and deposits abutting foundations to SW 

SB 17.02.14 

5 W - General image of trench showing location in relation to 
gable of visitor building SB 17.02.14 

6 WNW - Close view of foundations of visitor building and cable hole 
through foundations SB 17.02.14 

7 WNW - 
Image showing deposits abutting the visitor building 
foundations on the SW side including mixed gravel deposits 
with some ash content in the upper layers  

SB 17.02.14 

8 NNE - View looking up the excavated trench showing existing 
service cables and the mixed backfill deposits SB 17.02.14 
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