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Summary

This document reports on an archaeological excavation and watching brief carried out at Castle Sinclair

Girnigoe, Caithness, by Field Archaeology Specialists (FAS) Ltd on behalf of the Clan Sinclair Trust.  The work

was carried out prior to, and during, the construction of a new path and bridge to provide safe pedestrian access

into the castle.

The work encountered a number of stone-built structures associated with the West Barbican and West Gatehouse

of the castle.  In the area of the West Barbican, a paved surface (F11) and overlying wall (F7), initially identified

during evaluation, were further exposed, revealing the eroded, northeastern extent of these features where they

had collapsed into the dry moat.  Although this surface is known to be later than the original West Barbican

building, it could relate to the latest phase of use of the castle, representing part of a formal path leading from

the West Barbican area, down into the dry moat to the South Barbican area.

At the eastern end of the new access path, a substantial area of a cobbled surface (F120) was encountered,

forming part of a metalled road aligned NEE-SWW.  This might have been the original access road to the castle,

although no secure dating evidence was recovered.  A further slabbed surface (F121) was also encountered,

running roughly parallel to the slope of the moat.  This feature would appear to represent the continuation of

F11, indicating that the slab path also continued to the southeast, possibly joining the metalled road represented

by F120.

 

Adjacent to the West Gatehouse, a small length of wall was encountered, representing the lower courses of the

southeast wall of the gatehouse passage, which would originally have projected into the moat.  This would

suggest that the front (west) elevation of the gatehouse projected further into the moat than the surviving fabric

would suggest.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

This document reports on an archaeological excavation and watching brief undertaken at Castle Sinclair

Girnigoe, Caithness by Field Archaeology Specialists (FAS) Ltd on behalf of the Clan Sinclair Trust.  Classified

as a Scheduled Ancient Monument in 1935, and rescheduled by Historic Scotland in 1996, the castle was

included by the World Monument Fund in 2002 in a list of the 100 Most Endangered Sites in the World.  Castle

Sinclair Girnigoe is currently owned by the Clan Sinclair Trust, which was formed in 1999 to ensure the castle’s

future preservation.  As part of an initiative to conserve and provide safe visitor access to the site, a

Conservation Plan was completed in 2003 (FAS 2003).

This fieldwork, carried out between 13th August and 15th September 2007, formed part of a comprehensive

programme of archaeological investigation and conservation work at the site.  Previous phases of archaeological

fieldwork have seen the evaluation of  the Outer Bailey and West Barbican area in 2003-2004 (FAS 2005), and

partial excavation of the Outer Bailey, between 2005 and 2007 (FAS 2007).

1.1 LOCATION AND LAND USE

Castle Sinclair Girnigoe lies approximately four miles

north of Wick, Caithness, situated in a dramatic location

on Sinclair Bay (NGR ND 3781 5492; Figure 1).  The

site is defined by dry moats to the southeast and

southwest, and cliffs overlooking the sea to the

northwest and northeast (Figure 2; Plate 1).  To the

south, the surrounding land is primarily open and

agricultural, enclosed by a regular field system.

Castle Sinclair Girnigoe consists principally of an Outer

and Inner Bailey, to either side of a Tower House, with

a West Barbican located to the southwest of a dry moat, and a South Barbican within the southeastern dry moat.

Recent excavation work, and the preceding phase of evaluation, concentrated on the Outer Bailey of the castle,

which contained structures in various states of disrepair. 

1.2 HISTORICAL AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND

In the following account the names used in the historic references have been followed according to period.  Until

1607 the castle was called Castle Girnigoe and after this year ‘officially’ Castle Sinclair, although its old name

persisted.  The continued use of the original name, and the physical separation of the Outer Bailey from the

Tower House and Inner Bailey by a moat, led to the notion of two separate castles at the site.  This

misrepresentation can be traced in official documents as early as 1680, after the castle was abandoned as a

residence.  For the purpose of this narrative, the castle is referred to as Castle Sinclair Girnigoe from 1680 to

the current day.

Plate 1  Castle Sinclair Girnigoe from the north
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1.2.1 The development of the region

Caithness was inhabited by a native Pictish population during the first millennium, taking its name from the

Pictish Kingdom of Cat, first recorded in the 12th century map de Situ Albanie (McNeill and MacQueen 1996,

52).  During the 9th century, Scandinavian influence was increasing throughout much of Scotland, particularly

in the Orkney Isles and north of Scotland, and Caithness was settled by the incoming Scandinavian population.

The first historical reference to the region is contained within the Orkneyinga Saga, which records the Mormaer

(meaning great Earl or Steward in Gaelic) Moddan contesting the possession of Caithness with Sigurd, brother

of the Norwegian Jarl of Orkney and Shetland, in the later 9th century.  Integration between the native and

incoming populations in Caithness was rapid, demonstrated by the linguistic dominance of a Norse dialect

within the region.  In contrast to other areas of Norse settlement which focussed on maritime resources and

raiding, a sedentary stratified society developed in Caithness, based primarily upon a farming economy.

Despite its strong regionality, the Scottish Crown sought Caithness as an integral part of the Kingdom, and was

particularly concerned by the close relationship between Caithness and the Northern Isles.  A treaty of 1098

between Scotland and Norway implicitly recognised Caithness as a Scottish territory (Brockhampton Reference

1995, 73), despite the region being held by the Earls of Orkney, who were also vassals of the Norwegian King.

Attempts by the Scottish Crown to break the close relationship between Caithness and Orkney by force failed

consistently, and it was finally through marriage and succession that the region was secured for Scotland.  After

being taken hostage in 1415, the daughter of Earl John Haraldson was married to a vassal of the Scottish King,

exploiting the Scandinavian practice of succession through the female line where the male line failed.  In 1232,

Magnus, a member of the Scottish Angus family, is recorded as Earl of Angus and Caithness (Anderson 1907,

422).  This seems to have been a principally titular position, as the lands of Caithness were still held largely by

the Earl of Orkney, without committal title attached.  The breakdown of ties between the Earldom of Orkney

and Caithness was a gradual process, and by the mid-13th century, the region was increasingly considered an

integral part of mainland Scotland (Crawford 1985a, 37).

In 1344, Malise was noted as the Earl of the earldom of Stratharne, Caithness and Orkney.  His daughter Isabella

married William, Earl of Ross and Malise constituted the heir and successor in the earldom of Caithness in 1361

(NAS GD90/1/26).  The earldom of Caithness therefore passed to William by his marriage to Isabella.  On the

21 March 1375 Robert II granted Earl William the castle of Brathwelle (Braal Castle) (NAS GD1/17/18).  This

provided the Earl with a castle at the centre of his lands in Caithness and can be seen as part of the process of

consolidating his hold over Caithness.

In 1379, the Earldom of Orkney passed by marriage to Henry (Hay 1835, 17), a member of the powerful Scottish

Sinclair family.  As Earl of Orkney, Henry was second in command to the King of Norway and held the lands

of Caithness without committal title.

There are no specific documentary references to a castle at Girnigoe at this time.  However, the archaeological

evidence would suggest that a castle had been established by the end of the 14th century with a programme of

construction which ranged across the site.  This included the creation of the surviving sallyport to the east, and

potentially other buildings in the inner bailey.  The Earldom of Caithness continued to be awarded by the

Scottish Crown.
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1.2.2 William Sinclair, 1st Earl of Caithness 1455-1480

The lands and title of Caithness were finally united under William Sinclair (born 1404), 3rd Earl of Orkney and

Shetland from 1418 and the Earl of Caithness from 1455.  William was one of the most prolific magnates in

Scotland.  Earl William seems to have been resident principally at the family seat of Roslin, Midlothian, but was

greatly involved in disputes with local magnates in the north of Scotland.  In 1468 Earl William lost the Earldom

of Orkney when the Northern Isles were pledged as the dowry for the marriage of Princess Margaret of Norway

to King James of Scotland.  The title of Earl was required to be renewed upon succession and was not affirmed

by King James, enabling him to assume control of the estates (Crawford 1985b, 239).

Earl William made a settlement of his lands in 1476, and the Earldom of Caithness passed to the first son of his

second marriage, also named William.  As part of the settlement, Oliver Sinclair, son of the earl, resigned

several lands including Noss to his father in 1476.  The resignation took place in the earl’s hospice (or town

house) in Edinburgh (NAS GD96/5A).  It is not stated if Girnigoe Castle formed part of the lands of Noss on

this occasion, but later documents imply that the ‘fortalice’ of Girnigoe formed part of this holding.

1.2.3 William Sinclair, 2nd Earl of Caithness 1480-1513

The 2nd Earl was resident in Caithness and probably undertook a major scheme of rebuilding at Girnigoe Castle,

including the construction of curtain walls around the site with ranges on their interior.  These works are likely

to have taken place to prepare the site for more intensive use as the residence of the Earl.  William was resident

in the Castle by 1496, when a charter was executed there in favour of John o’ Groat (Saint-Clair 1898, 187).

Further evidence for the domestic arrangements at Girnigoe are provided by a feu charter issued by the earl at

the ‘Castle of Grenygo’, to his citherarius (harpist), Donald, son of Hugh Gybsoun on the 24 February 1501/02

(NAS RH15/35/1).  Earl William was active politically in Caithness, constructing and acquiring several other

strongholds in the region, and frequently feuding with the Clan Gunn.  Earl William died in service of his King

at the Battle of Flodden in 1513.

1.2.4 John Sinclair, 3rd Earl of Caithness 1513-1529

Although John Sinclair did not become the Earl of Caithness until 1513, he was attesting documents at Girnigoe

as early as 10 September 1508, on which occasion the castle was called ‘Cyrnego’ (NAS GD96/12A).  From

this time on there are a whole series of documents attested by John at Girnigoe, the next that has been identified

was in 1516 when it was called ‘Grenegew’ (NAS GD96/16).  John was also attesting documents at ‘Nois’

(Noss) in 25 March 1516 on which occasion he gave sasine to his harper (cythariste), Donald Hughson Gibson

of 2 farthinglands of the lands of Dungasbe (NAS GD1/945/2).  It is clear that Gibson had served the earls as

their harpist for some time, being the beneficiary of a charter by William Sinclair in 1501/2 (NAS RH15/35/1).

As becomes clear from later documents, Girnigoe was viewed as being part of Noss and the attesting of

documents at Noss probably actually meant in the castle of Girnigoe.  John Sinclair attested further documents

at Girnigoe in 1518, when it was called ‘Girnego’ (NAS GD96/12B), and 1522 when it was called ‘Girnigow’

(NAS GD1/945/3).  Judging from the documentary evidence and the frequency with which John attested

documents at Girnigoe, he appears to have spent much of his time at the site, and it is therefore possible that he

was responsible for significant work on the castle.
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The reign of the 3rd Earl, John, was characterised by struggle over lands within the North Isles and culminated

in the battle of Summerdale in 1529, when John and a force of 500 men were defeated by a force from Orkney

led by Sir James Sinclair.  After John’s death, the earl’s lands were held by the crown for 17 years for reasons

of ward until John’s eldest son, William, came of age.  Unfortunately William died before he was able to regain

the lands of the earldom and instead, along with the title, they were to pass to his brother George in 1544 (NAS

GD96/29).

1.2.5 George Sinclair, 4th Earl of Caithness 1544-1582

George Sinclair was heir to his brother William to the earldom of Caithness except the lands of Elizabeth,

Countess of Caithness in 1544 (NAS GD96/29).  The Countess, George’s mother, retained the houses of ‘Keiss

and Ollen of Wattin, in the parish of Weyk [Wick]’ for her own use (NAS GD96/38) until her death in 1563.

Although Keiss remained with the countess, George was able to acquire the ‘fortalice and place of Akyrgill’

between 1547 and 1549 (NAS GD96/39; NAS GD96/42; NAS GD96/44-46; NAS GD96/52) and the lands of

Mey in 1550 (NAS GD96/58).  While Ackergill clearly had a castle at this time, Mey had to wait for George

to undertake a building programme there in the 1570s.

George was to become one of the most powerful magnates within the region, as Justiciary for the north of

Scotland, a member of the Privy Council and Lord of the Articles (Miller 1997, 85).  George appears to have

favoured Girnigoe as a residence above all others, including his town house or hospice in Edinburgh, located

on ‘Nudreis Wynd’ next to the Salt Market.  George married Elizabeth Grahame (daughter of William, Earl of

Montrose) by 1548 and there are a large number of documents from this time attested by George at Girnigoe.

The earliest identified is dated 1546 when the castle was called ‘Girnigo’ (NAS GD96/102).  Although there

are no explicit references to building works at Girnigoe in George’s time, his occupation of the castle for at least

38 years makes it likely that he was responsible for many of the buildings which survive on the site today.  An

instrument of sasine from 1575 explicitly describes the castle as ‘the fortalice of Noss called Girnigo’ (NAS

GD96/153).

1.2.6 John, Master of Caithness

Earl George is the most notorious of the Earls of Caithness due to the traditions surrounding his relationship

with his son John, the Master of Caithness.  It is popularly believed that following an altercation between Earl

George and his son, the Earl imprisoned John at Girnigoe, where he eventually died following a period of

starvation and dehydration, culminating in a deadly meal of salt beef (Morrison 1883, 57).  However, there is

little verifiable documentary evidence to suggest this was the case.

John, the eldest of George’s three sons, was Master of Caithness between 1557 and 1572.  The title of Master

was an honorary one, traditionally given to the eldest son of the Earl, the holder having some administrative

responsibility within the county.  John had married Jean Hepburne, Lady Baidyenach, by 1566 and had three

sons called George, James and David.  John’s principal seat seems to have been at Braule (or Braal) castle for

much of his time as Master.  It was clearly his father’s intention that he should inherit the earldom.  However,

subsequent events were to change his father’s attitude towards this issue.  Relations between the earl and John

appear to have remained on good terms until at least 1571.  It is not entirely clear how relations between father
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and son deteriorated, but the principal cause appears to be John’s abuse of his position as Master of Caithness

to extort goods illegally.

John was subsequently held in ward at Girnigoe, but apparently broke out with the assistance of Henry and

William Bain, in 1575.  The Bain’s made their peace with the earl, claiming they had not assisted in the escape:

Bond by Henry Bane (Bain), son of the deceased Alexander Bane, and William Bane, younger, son of the

deceased Andrew Bane, to George, Earl of Caithness.  They had been slandered by John, master of

Caithness, as his accomplices in the breaking of his ward in Girnigo; they undertake to be ‘obedient

subjectis to kingis majestie and his authoritie, guid Caithnenes men’ and to be true servants to the said earl

and to George, his son, chancellor of Caithenes, and to take their part against the said master of Caithness.

Dated at Mey 3 November 1575 (NAS GD96/161).

Clearly following his imprisonment at Girnigoe, John was able to escape, suggesting that he therefore was not

killed at Girnigoe as traditionally stated.

1.2.7 ‘Wicked’ Earl George, 5th Earl of Caithness 1582-1643

Following the death of the 4th Earl in 1582, he was succeeded by his grandson, ‘Wicked’ Earl George, whose

reign was characterised by continuous feuds and battles with surrounding magnates, and particularly the Clan

Gunn.  Following a long running dispute with the Clan Gunn from the 1570s, the Earl of Sutherland burnt Wick

and laid siege to Castle Girnigoe for twelve days in 1588, without success.  The 5th Earl completed the building

works at Girnigoe started by his predecessor, resulting in the major reconstruction of the site to create its present

layout.  Principal among these works was the erection of the Tower House within the Inner Bailey, and the

remodelling of the tower house/gatehouse as a high-status lodging.

In 1607, the Earl gained an Act of Parliament declaring that the Castle should be known as Castle Sinclair, rather

than its old name of Girnigoe (APS vol IV, 312).  The rebuilding works incurred considerable expense,

necessitating the Earl to mortgage large parts of his estates (Calder 1861, 118).  Continued lawless behaviour

resulted in Royal proclamations against the Earl in 1622, and the following year a force was led into Caithness

against him.  The Earl fled to Orkney and the administration of his debt-ridden estates was passed to his son,

although the Earl later returned to Caithness to live in seclusion until his death in 1643.

Some sense of the domestic luxury in the castle from this period can be established.  There is an inventory, dated

March 1624, of bedding, tapestry and hagbutts delivered by William Calder at Castle Sinclair to James Calder,

porter (NAS GD103/2/3/3).  The tapestries would have been hung on the walls of the principal apartments but

the presence of ‘hagbutts’ or large hand guns suggest that defence was not being neglected.  The condition

appears to have been maintained at this time, even if it was not being occupied, with a letter to James Sinclair

in July 1644 including a demand for lime for repairing Castle Sinclair (NAS RH15/77/6).

1.2.8 George Sinclair, 6th Earl of Caithness 1643-1679

The mid-17th century was dominated by unrest and the movement of Cromwellian troops in the Highlands.  In

1651, a Parliamentarian garrison of seventy foot and fifteen horses was placed in Castle Sinclair, and its
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continued strategic importance may be seen in the decision four years later to continue the garrison, to pay for

a governor and to give an allowance for fire or candles (CPSD 1655, vol 8, 279).  The occupation of the castle

caused considerable damage and no compensation was received

by the Earl.

Following continued financial troubles, the 6th Earl was forced

to sell large parts of his lands and, in 1661 and 1672, he sold

the remainder of his estates and title to Campbell of Glenorchy.

The Earl died in 1679 without issue, and Glenorchy took the

title of Earl of Caithness, marrying the dowager widow.

George Sinclair of Keiss disputed Glenorchy’s succession,

considering himself to be the rightful heir and assumed the title

himself (Morrison 1883, 58).  The new earl sent a force of men

to Caithness in September 1679 to take possession of Castle

Sinclair.

1.2.9 The Destruction of Castle Sinclair

Sinclair continued to fight for his inheritance and laid siege to

Castle Sinclair in January 1680.  It has often been believed that

artillery used in this attack badly damaged the castle, though no

archaeological evidence for this has yet been found.  In fact the

available documentary evidence provides a different

impression.

A series of letters dated January to April 1680 from James

Innes at Sandsyd, Thurso, to John, Earl of Caithness provides

a clearer account (NAS GD112/58/41).  In a letter of the 7th

January, Innes warned of the weak condition of the garrison at

Castle Sinclair.  In a letter of the 30th January Duncan

Campbell stated that the castle had been demolished in addition

to the house of Thurso East.  Of the condition of the castle

following George Sinclair’s ‘attack’ Innes suggested delaying

John’s visit to Caithness till the spring as his (the Earl’s)

houses are ruined and can afford no shelter.  In describing the

state of the ‘ruins’ of Castle Sinclair and Thurso East, he states

‘...nothing remaining of those great fabrics but

heaps of stones, all the woodwork being carried

away by the countrymen as confidently as if they

had bought them for money in the market.’ (NAS

GD112/58/41) 

Innes goes on to say that George Sinclair was denying that he

Plate 2  Pococke’s 1760 illustration of Castle
Sinclair Girnigoe from the southeast

Plate 3  Pococke’s 1760 illustration of Castle
Sinclair Girnigoe from the southwest

Plate 4  Cordiner’s 1780 illustration of the
castle from the south

Plate 5  Daniell’s 1814 illustration of the
castle from the east
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had demolished the houses and that he  ‘...can find an ear

witness but not an eye witness...’ to the event (NAS

GD112/58/41).  There is no evidence to suggest that John’s

small force in the castle made any significant effort to defend

the property and it appears to have been handed over to George

Sinclair’s men without a fight.

In 1681, Sinclair was recognised as the Earl of Caithness and,

in compensation, Glenorchy was created Earl of Breadalbane

and Baron of Wick (Calder 1865, 166).  The ruins of Castle

Sinclair Girnigoe passed to the Dunbar family with the lands

of Ackergill on which it stands.  The Sinclairs continued to

hold the Earldom and moved their seat to the Castle of Mey on

the north coast.

Following its ruin, the castle became an object of antiquarian

interest, visited by antiquarians such as Reverend Brand (1701)

and Reverend Pococke (1887)(Plate 2 and 3), and also

illustrated by Cordiner (1780), Daniel (1814) and Calder

(1861)(Plate 4, 5 and 6).  The castle was not subject to

academic investigation until the later 19th century, when

MacGibbon and Ross recorded the site for their Castellated and Domestic Architecture of Scotland (1884)(Plate

7).  The site was re-examined by the Royal Commission for the Ancient and Historic Monuments and

Constructions of Scotland in the early 20th century (1911).  Since that time, academic interest in the castle

seems to have waned and it has been left to local researchers and members of the Clan Sinclair to examine its

history.

The castle remained in the Dunbar family until 1953, when Lady Duff-Dunbar sold it back to the Earl of

Caithness.  The present Earl gave the castle to the Clan Sinclair Trust in 2000, in order that its future

preservation may be ensured.

1.3 ARCHAEOLOGICAL INVESTIGATION

This investigation formed part of an ongoing programme of conservation, consolidation, and archaeological

research, which began with the preparation and adoption of a Conservation Plan (FAS 2003).  Subsequently,

an archaeological evaluation was undertaken (FAS 2005), to ascertain the nature and condition of buried

structures and deposits within the Outer Bailey area, before an archaeological excavation was undertaken

throughout the Outer Bailey area (FAS 2007)(Table 1; Figure 3).  The watching brief and archaeological

excavation presented here constitute Interventions 28, 29, 30, 32, 33 and 34.  The zones referred to in Table 1

represent those used to discuss the elements of the castle in the Conservation Plan.

Plate 6  Calder’s 1861 illustration of the
castle from the east

Plate 7  MacGibbon and Ross’s 1884 plan of
the castle
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Table 1 List of interventions

Intervention Activity Zone Location Date

1 Topographic survey 1, 2, 4, 5, 6 - July - Sept 2002

2 Building recording 1, 2, 3, 4 - July - Sept 2002

3 Evaluation trench 1 West Range August 2003

4 Evaluation trench 1 Courtyard August 2003

5 Evaluation trench 1 West Gatehouse August 2003

6 Evaluation trench 1 West Barbican July 2004

7 Evaluation trench 1 West Barbican August 2004

8 Test pit (1m x 1m) 6 - August 2004

9 Test pit (1m x 1m) 6 - August 2004

10 Test pit (1m x 1m) 6 - August 2004

11 Evaluation trench (scaffold base) 1 West Range August 2004

12 Evaluation trench (scaffold base) 1 Courtyard August 2004

13 Evaluation trench (scaffold base) 1 Dry moat August 2004

14 Evaluation trench (scaffold base) 1 Dry moat August 2004

15 Evaluation trench 1 West Gatehouse passageway August 2004

16 Evaluation trench (scaffold base) 1 Dry moat August 2004

17 Evaluation trench (scaffold base) 1 Dry moat August 2004

18 Evaluation trench 1, 2 North Range August 2004

19 Evaluation trench 1 Courtyard August 2004

20 Evaluation trench 1 East range August 2004

21 Excavation 1 West Gatehouse August 2004

22 Excavation 1 West Gatehouse passageway June 2005

23 Excavation 1, 2 West Range June 2005

24 Excavation 1 Courtyard July 2005

25 Excavation (Public Archaeology) 1 West Barbican August 2006

26 Evaluation trench 5 Headland August 2006

27 Excavation 2 North Range March 2007

28 Excavation 1 West Barbican August 2007 

29 Excavation (access path) 1 new access path, August 2007

30 Watching brief (access path) 1 new access path August 2007

31 Excavation (Public Archaeology) 1 South Barbican August 2007

32 Excavation (bridge pier base) 1 Dry moat August 2007

33 Excavation (bridge pier base) 1 West Barbican August 2007

34 Excavation (bridge pier base) 1 West Gatehouse August 2007

1.3.1 Conservation Plan

By comparison with other Scottish castle sites of similar scale, relatively little research had been carried out on

Castle Sinclair Girnigoe prior to the current archaeological investigations.  The Conservation Plan prepared for
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the site employed a variety of sources and techniques, in order that the castle might be understood as fully as

possible (FAS 2003).

As part of the Conservation Plan, a metric survey was carried out to provide a permanent and accurate record

of the castle.  The interior of the castle and the surrounding area were the subject of a detailed contour survey,

and a hachure plan of the castle interior was also prepared.

All of the standing elevations were recorded using medium-format monochrome  photography.  Where possible,

rectified photography was used, targets being placed on the elevations and surveyed according to the site grid.

Less accessible elevations, such as the exterior of the Tower House and the northwest elevation of the site, were

recorded using computer rectified photography.  Total photographic coverage of elevations was undertaken, and

significant features, such as the wall head and window openings, were surveyed.  The resulting photographs

were then digitised using AutoCAD software, and calibrated using the survey data.  A series of scaled drawings

of the castle were produced and later enhanced on site.

In conjunction with the above field techniques, a considerable amount of documentary research has been carried

out, involving archive searches in the North Highland Archive, the National Monuments Record of Scotland

(NMRS) and the National Library of Scotland.  Published sources including a number of antiquarian  accounts

on the castle were consulted for further information.  The written and drawn sources were the subject of detailed

examination for information on fabric and structures which are no longer extant.

1.3.2 Evaluation

The archaeological evaluation, undertaken in two phases in 2003 and 2004, saw the excavation of 18 trenches

(Interventions 3 to 20) in the area of the West Gatehouse, West and North Range, Courtyard and West Barbican

(FAS 2005)(see Table 1).  The evaluation aimed to define the extent and condition of buried structural remains,

to characterise the archaeological deposits sealing them, and to provide access to selected parts of the building

fabric for structural assessment.  Trenches were positioned with the specific aims of defining the extent of the

East Range of the Outer Bailey, assessing the condition of the postulated staircase to the south of the east wing

of the North Range, characterising the deposits sealing the latest surface of the Outer Bailey courtyard, defining

the latest use horizon in the West Barbican, and determining the height of the latest floor level of the Gatehouse

passage.

1.3.3 Excavation

Intervention 21, 22, 23, 24, 27 represent the archaeological excavation of rubble deposits in the Outer Bailey.

This work was carried out in six phases between 2005 and 2007, and was concentrated on the area of the Outer

Bailey, specifically the West Gatehouse, North and West Ranges, and courtyard (FAS 2007).

The excavation revealed significant evidence for the layout and organisation of space within the castle.  The first

floor of the West Gatehouse was found to represent an ornately decorated area, the architectural detailing of

which has led to its possible interpretation as a chapel.  Beneath this room, excavation within the gatehouse

passageway reinstated the original means of access into the Outer Bailey, and provided evidence for a portcullis,
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possible bridge arrangement, and visitors’ bench.  In the West Range, what was previously perceived as a single-

room ground floor was found to comprise two separate rooms, one of which formed a small Porter’s Room,

accessed from the main passageway.  The second, larger room has been identified as the ‘Steward’s Room’, and

represents a higher-status space, with sockets suggesting the presence of timber paneling, a large fireplace, and

several windows, including two flanked by window seats.  To the north of this room, an irregularly shaped room

was encountered, accessed via an archway from the North Range, and was found to contain evidence suggesting

the presence of a large subterranean feature, such as a cistern or sallyport entrance.

The layout of the North Range was also further elucidated.  Previously identified as a West Tower and Central

Range, the structure was found to comprise a single, two-storey building with three rooms at ground level.

These were served by a series of garderobes, which issued directly into the sea to the north, and fireplaces.  The

ground floor of the North Range is now thought to represent a service area.  A staircase was identified in the

northern corner of the courtyard, which would have provided access to the first floor of the North Range.

Further structural evidence relating to a small Porter’s Lodge in the East Range was revealed, but the buildings

defining this edge of the courtyard await further investigation.  The courtyard itself was found to have been

formed from the natural bedrock; the laminating slate would have degraded naturally to form a coarse gravel

surface.

Excavation ceased at the latest archaeological horizon, characterised in many areas by the upper surface of

occupation deposits, which produced ceramic evidence of 16th- to 18th-century date, providing evidence for

the latest phase of occupation within this area of the castle.  These deposits had been sealed throughout by deep

rubble layers, occasionally containing fragments of partially articulated masonry which attest to dramatic

episodes of collapse, and fragments of red sandstone architectural elements, which have provided useful

information on the form and appearance of the West Gatehouse prior to collapse.

1.3.4 Public archaeology

Intervention 25 and 31 represent two ongoing investigations in the area of the West Barbican and South

Barbican, carried out as part of a programme of public archaeology organised by the Caithness Archaeology

Trust.  These elements of the work will be reported upon once the work has been completed.

1.4 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

In order to provide safe visitor access to the castle, the construction of a new bridge and access path was

required.  The location and form of the proposed bridge and access path had been selected in order to minimise

the archaeological impact of the development.  The aim of the investigation was to characterise and record any

archaeological remains impacted by the proposed development.
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2.0 FIELDWORK PROCEDURE

Fieldwork was undertaken in accordance with a Project Design (PD), prepared by FAS and agreed with Historic

Scotland (Appendix A), and consisted of two main elements: excavation in advance of construction of a new

path, bridge and viewing platform (Intervention 28, 29, 32, 33, 34); a watching brief on groundworks associated

with the construction of a new access path (Intervention 30)(Figure 4).

2.1 FIELDWORK CONSTRAINTS

The steep cliffs surrounding the castle, and the precarious nature of some of the extant structures, presented

significant health and safety hazards, particularly with adverse weather conditions and strong winds that

sometimes occurred during fieldwork sessions.  As such, a number of safety measures were imposed in advance

of fieldwork.  Hard hats, safety boots and high visibility clothing were worn at all times within the castle, and

harnesses and safety ropes provided an added safety measure when working close to the cliff edges.  When

weather conditions were deemed too dangerous, fieldwork was suspended.

2.2 SITE GRID

The site grid established for the initial metric and topographic survey of the site (FAS 2003) was employed for

both the evaluation and the excavation programme, and was secured through the installation of a number of

permanent survey stations.  The Above Ordnance Datum height (AOD) had already been transferred from an

Ordnance Survey benchmark on the Noss Head Lighthouse.  The site grid has not been aligned with Ordnance

Survey National Grid coordinates, due to significant inconsistencies in the Ordnance Survey mapping of the

castle and its immediate environs.  All co-ordinates and alignments in this report therefore relate to the site grid,

while all heights are expressed in metres above Ordnance Datum (AOD).

2.3 EXCAVATION PROCEDURE

All interventions were set out in accordance with the PD approved by Historic Scotland, and all archaeological

excavation was undertaken by hand (see Figure 4).  Intervention 28 and 29 saw the excavation of areas of higher

ground which were to be significantly impacted by the construction of the new footpath; Intervention 32 and

Intervention 33 were excavated to receive piers for the construction of a new bridge; Intervention 33 was

excavated in preparation for the construction of a viewing platform at the southwestern end of the bridge.

2.4 WATCHING BRIEF PROCEDURE

The watching brief (Intervention 30) was carried out during the excavations of groundworks for the creation of

a new access path (see Figure 4).  The excavations involved the excavation of a level terrace in the upper slope

of the dry moat to the west of the castle, undertaken using a tracked mini-digger under strict archaeological

supervision (Plate 8).
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2.5 RECORDING PROCEDURE

The recording system followed Field Research

Procedure (Carver 1999), the standard operating system

employed by FAS.  The indices created for contexts,

starting at C1000, and for features starting at F1 during

the evaluation programme were also employed for the

excavations.  Written and drawn records were made of

all archaeological deposits; plan and section drawings

were undertaken at a scale of 1:10.  Details of records

created during this phase of works are included in

Appendix B; summaries of context and feature records

are provided in Appendix C and a stratigraphic diagram

in Appendix D.

All archaeological deposits, features and structures identified during the excavation were recorded

photographically with a high resolution digital camera and a 35mm monochrome camera using silver-based film.

All record photographs included an appropriate scale.  Elevations and other structural elements were recorded

using a combination of instrument survey (Reflectorless Total Station Theodolite) and computer rectified or

rectified photography.  Stone-by-stone drawings were created at a scale of 1:20, in order to achieve a

dimensional accuracy of within 20mm.

2.6 ENVIRONMENTAL AND FINDS PROCEDURE

A systematic environmental sampling strategy was employed during excavation.  Deposits which were clearly

of a mixed/secondary origin, such as rubble layers or deposits which displayed a high degree of

residual/intrusive artefactual material, were not subject to environmental sampling unless a specific question

relating to function or social status could be addressed.  Where deposits were thought to be of primary origin,

and had potential to contain biological remains, but could not be preserved in situ, the following sampling

regime was to be implemented:

Flotation samples would be collected from deposits for general biological analysis (GBA) for the recovery of

small vertebrate and mollusc assemblages, charred plant remains, organic plant remains, or cess and insect

remains.  Samples of 20-40 litres would be collected and processed using a water-recycling tank with rapid

water-flow washover.  A 1mm mesh would be used to recover the dense residue and a 300 micron mesh would

be used to recover light fractions.  10 litres (GBA) would be retained for sub-sampling for paraffination for

insects remains, and other specialist analyses (for example parasites, pollen etc), where deemed appropriate by

the Environmental Officer.  Residues recovered as part of the environmental sampling strategy would be

routinely sorted for cultural material and scanned with a magnet for small ferrous objects and hammerscale.

All finds identified during excavation were hand-collected, processed to archival standard and catalogued.  Post-

excavation finds treatment was undertaken in accordance with guidelines set down in First Aid for Finds

(Watkinson and Neal 1998); archive preparation was undertaken in accordance with Guidelines for the

Plate 8  New path under construction
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preparation of excavation archives for long-term storage (Walker 1990).

3.0 FIELDWORK RESULTS

3.1 EXCAVATION RESULTS

3.1.1 Intervention 28

Intervention 28 measured a maximum 10.40m NW-SE,

by 2.60m NE-SW.  Erosion to the northeast, and the

natural gradient of the area, meant that hand-excavation

was only necessary in a small area (c.4.60m x 2.80m),

and to the north, the investigation was confined to the

consolidation of a section across the hillside (Figure 5

and 6; Plate 9).  Deposits were recorded to a maximum

depth of 0.85m BGL (17.29m AOD), at which point

natural bedrock (C1280) was encountered, sealed by

0.19m of natural yellowish-brown silt (C1286).  This

had been overlain by C1265, which consisted of a clean,

brown silt, c.0.20m in depth, interpreted as a buried soil,

truncated during later construction.

Overlying C1265 directly, C1264 was allocated to a layer of gravel,

pebbles and cobbles within a clean, silty sand matrix.  This deposit has

been interpreted as the preparation layer for stone surface F11, which was

initially encountered and recorded during the archaeological evaluation of

the area (Intervention 7).  F11 is known to have cut F124, part of the West

Barbican structure.  The surface of F11 was formed with irregular slate

slabs (C1049), laid to form a level surface, sloping slightly from north to

south (Plate 10).  Within Intervention 28, F11 was exposed for a further

1.0m to the northeast, before ending abruptly and irregularly, apparently

a result of erosion into the dry moat.

After disuse, the surface of F11 had been sealed by a  deposit of very dark

brown silty sand, flecked with mortar and containing fragments of stone

(C1263), c.0.15m in depth.  This layer formed the horizon from which a

slate-built stone wall (F7) was constructed.  F7 had also been encountered

in Intervention 7, and its continuation extended into Intervention 28 by a

further 0.80m.

The stone make-up of F7 (C1039) was abutted and sealed by a layer of rubble (C1262), which may have derived

from the demolition or decay of the wall.  C1262 measured up to 0.18m in depth, beneath the modern topsoil

Plate 10  Intervention 28 - F11,
looking southeast

Plate 9  Intervention 28 (foreground), looking
southwest
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and turf sealing the area (C1035).

During the excavation of topsoil (C1035), a small

collection of marbles was identified (Plate 11).  Staining

surrounding the marbles, and their close distribution,

suggested that they had been buried in a bag or container

which had subsequently decayed.  The collection

comprised 52 hand-made clay marbles, one hand-made

glass marble with a pontil at each end, and 48 hand-

made stone marbles.  The handmade nature of the glass

marble indicates a date between the mid-19th and early

20th century.

3.1.2 Intervention 29

Intervention 29 was situated at the eastern end of the new access path.  The excavated trench measured a

maximum 3.70m NW-SE and 3.55m NE-SW. The trench was irregular in plan, with the northern edge

represented by the natural scarp of the eroding slope.  Excavation was carried out to a maximum depth of 0.45m

(18.15m AOD), at which point clean yellowish-brown subsoil and slate bedrock were encountered (C1280,

C1286).

Overlying the natural subsoil, a brown silt with rare gravel inclusions which formed a layer 0.15m deep (C1269).

This buried soil had been overlain by the cobble make-up of a surface F120 (C1266), which was exposed for

an area of 2.65m x 1.95m (Figure 7 and 8; Plate 12).

The feature was bounded to the northwest by a NE-SW

aligned kerb, constructed with regular slate blocks set on

edge.  To the south, slate slabs and rounded cobbles

were set on a general NW-SE alignment to form a

metalled surface.  Within the area of smaller sets, a

linear alignment of larger slate blocks forms a feature

within the road surface, possibly sealing a culvert, or to

provide a more durable surface in the middle of the road

to take the wear from pole brakes.  No further excavation

of this feature was undertaken, and F120 was preserved

in situ; the footpath was routed around this feature.

The stone make-up of F120 was encountered directly beneath the modern topsoil and turf covering the area

(C1268), which reached 0.32m in depth.

Plate 11  Intervention 28 - marbles (scale 0.25m)

Plate 12  Intervention 29 - F120, looking northeast
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3.1.3 Intervention 32

Intervention 32 was situated to the northeast of the newly constructed

pathway, on the upper slopes of the dry moat (Plate 13).  The NW-SE

aligned trench measured a maximum 2.80m x 1.30m, and was excavated

to a depth of 1.32m BGL (13.62m AOD), for the construction of a bridge

pier.

The earliest deposit to be encountered in Intervention 32 was the slate

bedrock that forms the underlying geology, here allocated C1276.  The

profile of the bedrock was very angular, and to the north of the trench, a

marked step was noted, which may have been deliberately cut from the

natural rock profile (Plate 14).  However, no masonry structure was

encountered.  The bedrock was overlain by a light brownish-grey sand and

rubble tumble deposit (C1275), which measured a maximum 0.71m in

depth (Figure 9).  The loosely compacted matrix contained frequent

mortar flecks, and one fragment of worked red sandstone was recovered

(Appendix E).  C1275 was in turn sealed by a sticky deposit of dark

greyish-brown sandy clay, 0.79m in depth, containing a further three

fragments of worked sandstone, and a large component of slate fragments,

again representing rubble collapse (C1274).  The angular slate fragments

were noted to slope downwards towards the south, and the lower areas of

the dry moat.  Following this collapse, the area was stabilised by the

development of turf across the area (C1273).

3.1.4 Intervention 33

Intervention 33 was excavated in preparation for a viewing area, adjacent

to the southwestern end of the new bridge, and adjoining Intervention 7

(Plate 15).  The area was irregular in shape, measuring a maximum 4.30m

north-south x 6.40m east-west, and was excavated to a depth of up to

0.40m BGL.

The natural bedrock was encountered at 17.06m AOD to

the southwest of the intervention (C1280), where the

ground was relatively level, and overlain by a light

yellow, sandy clay (C1286).  The laminating bedrock

sloped steeply downwards towards the dry moat to the

northeast (16.20m AOD); the profile was variable, with

a curving hollow at the northeastern edge of the

excavated area.

In the southern corner of the trench a small continuation

Plate 13  Intervention 32, looking
northeast

Plate 14  Intervention 32, looking
southwest

Plate 15  Intervention 33, looking northwest
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of F11 was observed; continuing the area exposed in

Intervention 7 (Plate 16).  To the northwest, overlying

the natural bedrock, a stone-built feature was identified,

and allocated (F122 C1279)(Plate 17).  F122 was

constructed with angular fragments of slate set

vertically; no bonding material was noted.  F122

measuring 0.70m high, and 0.55m wide; appeared to end

at the edge of the trench.  The function of F122 remains

uncertain.  F122 and F11 were sealed by the current turf

and topsoil, allocated C1035 in this area.

3.1.5 Intervention 34

Intervention 34 was excavated to receive the northeastern bridge pier,

and was situated immediately outside the West Gatehouse passage (see

Figure 4; Plate 18).  The trench was excavated against the vertical edge

of the natural bedrock, and measured a maximum 2.5m NW-SE and

2.0m NE-SW.  Excavation was carried out to a maximum depth of

0.85m BGL (15.53m AOD).

The earliest archaeological feature identified within Intervention 34

was a stone-built wall, identified running along the southeastern edge

of the excavated area.  This feature, allocated F123 (C1284) was

constructed from large, squared blocks of Caithness slate, abutting the

vertical edge of the natural bedrock (C1285) with a stepped profile

sloping down to the southwest (see Figure 9; Plate 19).  Four courses

were visible during excavation, measuring c.0.50m in

height; mortar adhering to the upper edges of this stone

indicated that further stonework had been robbed or

collapsed.  The bottom of the wall was not encountered

in the excavation.  Abutting F123, a clean yellowish-

brown sterile silt was encountered (C1283), which

infilled voids in the stonework, possibly indicating that

it derived from hillwash or wind-blown material within

this area.

A mortar-flecked layer of greyish-brown silty sand

(C1282) was identified overlying C1283.  This layer,

which measured 0.27m in depth, contained a large quantity of slate rubble, and can be equated with rubble

collapse observed throughout the castle.  C1281 was allocated to the topsoil and turf that overlay this layer.  

Plate 16  Intervention 7 and 33 - F11, looking
northeast

Plate 17  Intervention 33 - F122,
looking northwest

Plate 18  Intervention 34, looking northeast
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although the natural angularity of the geology hinders more confident identification.

To the southwest of the dry moat, the bedrock was found to be overlain by clean deposits of yellowish-brown

and brown silt (C1265, C1269, C1286), which appear to represent natural buried soil or overburden across the

area.  Their shallow depths may indicate truncation during subsequent construction, or the naturally thin soils

of an exposed area.

4.2 STRUCTURAL ACTIVITY

All of the stone-built features, with the exception of wall F7 and surface F11, overlay bedrock or natural subsoil

directly.  Given the relative lack of stratigraphy, the date and function of many of the exposed stone features

remains inconclusive (Figure 11).

4.2.1 West Gatehouse

Intervention 34 lay to the northeast of the dry moat, and as such

provided evidence for structural activity directly relating to the

structures of the Outer Bailey.  The wall (F123) identified at the

southwestern edge of the intervention, follows directly the alignment

of the southeastern wall of the West Gatehouse passage.  It would

appear, therefore, that the substantial stonework represents the lower

courses of the western corner to the southeastern part of the

Gatehouse, built up against the natural bedrock adjacent to the

location of the drawbridge structure.  This evidence appears to be in

conflict with Pococke’s 1760 illustration of the west side of the

castle, which shows the front part of the gatehouse containing the

passage (pend) projecting forward from the curtain wall to the north

and the remainder of the gatehouse to the south (Plate 22).  According

to Pococke’s drawing, the lost west wall of the gatehouse

incorporated an outer arch, shown as being two to three times taller,

and also wider than the surviving  passage (pend) vault.  However,

the alignment and position of the wall (F123) discovered, would

suggest that, at least in terms of its width,  it must relate to a

continuation of the pend rather than the outer arch.

It is possible that the projecting form of the gatehouse as portrayed by

Pococke was incorrect and was due to artistic licence, although an

illustration by Cordiner, dated 1780, also appears to show the

gateway portion of the gatehouse projecting to the west into the ditch

(Plate 23).  Further excavation within the ditch would clarify the

arrangement of the west elevation of the gatehouse and the

drawbridge type employed.

Plate 22  Detail from Pococke 1760

Plate 23  Detail from Cordiner 1780
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4.2.2 West Barbican

The northern part of the area of investigation had been subject to considerable structural activity, particularly

in the laying down of slab surfaces, which may reflect the eroding nature of the underlying bedrock, and

represent attempts to consolidate the southwestern edge of the dry moat.

The watching brief and excavation encountered two areas of stone slabs which have been identified as the

continuation, and northeastern edge, of surface F11. This feature is likely to have extended further to the

northeast; no clear edge was defined, and it would appear that the stonework has collapsed into the dry moat

through gradual erosion.

Evidence from adjacent Intervention 25 shows that F11 post-dates the

West Barbican building, and possibly relates to the latest phase of use of

the castle, representing part of a formal path leading from this area, down

into the dry moat to the South Barbican area, and possibly dividing to join

a metalled road (F120) to the south in two places (Figure 12). It is notable

that the curving hollow in the bedrock, and the northern extent of F11, lie

directly opposite the passage of the West Gatehouse (Plate 24), and it is

likely that a bridge provided access to the castle from this location.  Given

the span of the moat, an intermediary structure might be expected, part of

which may have been identified during the evaluation of the dry moat area

(Intervention 16, F16); F11 and the projecting bedrock may relate to an

answering structure or surface forming a platform on the southwestern

edge of the moat.  F11 had clearly been disused prior to the construction

of wall F7, which represents a post-medieval or early modern field

boundary; the sequence mirrors that observed in Intervention 7, with

C1263 equivalent to C1047.

Interpretation of the stone structure represented by F122 is unclear.  Although standing to 0.70m in height, the

stonework of F122 appears irregular, and the upright setting of the stones is unusual.  The profile of the ground

surface suggests that this may have formed the stone core for a bank, previously identified in Intervention 6.

The alignment would suggests this as a possible interpretation and, if associated with a parallel ditch identified

in Intervention 7, this bank post-dated surface F11.  However, excavation of this bank in Intervention 6 revealed

no stone core, and unless the feature is of variable construction, such a suggestion remains highly tentative.

4.3 RUBBLE COLLAPSE

The character of the features at the northeastern edge of Interventions 28, 29, 30, 33 indicates a degree of

erosion and collapse into the dry moat, suggesting that these features would initially have been more extensive.

F11 and F7 end with irregular stonework, indicating erosion.  Layers containing stone and mortar, indicative

of structural decline, sealed F11 (C1263).

The presence of rubble deposits within Intervention 32, containing fragments of worked sandstone, attests to

Plate 24  The West Gatehouse
from the West Barbican area
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the collapse of castle structures into the moat; these rubble layers can be equated with those encountered in

Intervention 16 (C1274=C1073; C1275=C1074).  Similarly, rubble deposits abutting and sealing F123 represent

the collapse of the corner of the West Gatehouse into the dry moat.  The collapsing rubble appears to have been

stabilised in part with the development of the turf, although the steep scarp of the dry moat has led to continued

erosion.

5.0 ASSESSMENT

The archaeological excavation and watching brief allowed detailed recording of all archaeological features

impacted by the construction of the new access path and bridge.  None of the stone features was removed during

these works; F120 remained exposed, and the path was rerouted to avoid further disturbance to this feature.  The

slabbed surface represented by F121 was protected by a geotextile membrane, before being sealed with topsoil.

The remaining structures will be preserved in situ beneath further construction work.

The fieldwork provided further glimpses of structural activity in this area of the castle, although the small scale

of works, and the lack of stratigraphy and datable artefacts, means that no chronological depth can be

confidently applied to interpretation of the remains encountered.  Significantly, it is possible that there are

further structural remains, buried under tumble, to be discovered within the ditch relating to the drawbridge

arrangement.

6.0 ARCHIVE

An assemblage of marbles was recovered during the watching brief, and has been subject to an assessment.  This

material is to be retained.  Four fragments of architectural stone have been assessed, and have been retained.

The excavation archive will be declared to the Treasure Trove Advisory Panel, in order that the material archive

be allocated accordingly by the Queen’s and Lord Treasurer’s Remembrancer.  All material and records are

currently held by Field Archaeology Specialists Ltd.
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APPENDIX A CASTLE SINCLAIR GIRNIGOE, NEW ACCESS BRIDGE, ARCHAEOLOGICAL INVESTIGATION

PROJECT DESIGN

Field Archaeology Specialists Ltd 

1.0 SUMMARY

This Project Design concerns a proposed archaeological investigation associated with the construction of a new pedestrian

access and bridge into the Outer Bailey of Castle Sinclair Girnigoe, Caithness.  This archaeological investigation forms part

of an integrated construction, conservation, and archaeological programme which aims to create safe visitor access to the

Outer Bailey area of the castle.

2.0 PROJECT BACKGROUND

The site has been the subject of a Conservation Management Plan and full archaeological survey (FAS 2003).  An

archaeological evaluation has been undertaken in the Outer Bailey and West Barbican area (FAS 2005).  Excavation of

secondary rubble deposits, and subsequent building recording and analysis has been carried out in the North Range, West

Range, West Gatehouse, and courtyard areas of the Outer Bailey (FAS forthcoming).

This proposed investigation involves several elements of fieldwork, designed to provide appropriate archaeological

mitigation for the proposed access development works (Figure 1). The excavation of rubble overburden deposits from each

end of the proposed new bridge will be undertaken archaeologically; two further small areas which are likely to contain

archaeological deposits and would be impacted by the proposed works will be archaeologically excavated in advance of

development; an archaeological watching brief will be maintained during the remaining groundworks associated with the

construction of the proposed new path; and the recording and preservation of an area of erosion which has exposed

archaeological deposits will be undertaken. 

3.0 OBJECTIVES

In order to provide safe visitor access to the castle, the construction of a new bridge and access path is proposed.  The

location and form of the proposed bridge and access path has been chosen in order to minimise the archaeological impact

of the development.  The aim of the investigation is to ensure that any archaeological remains impacted by the proposed

development will be adequately characterised and recorded.

4.0 SCHEME OF WORKS

4.1 EXCAVATION STRATEGY

4.1.2 All excavation will be undertaken by hand.  The excavation areas will be de-turfed prior to excavation.

4.1.3 Every effort will be made to remove the archaeological deposits in a sequential and scientific manner.  In some

instances, this may be subject to the constraints imposed by overriding safety considerations.

4.1.4 Appropriate treatment and storage methods will be employed on site to ensure that the finds, samples and records

are maintained in the optimum conditions.

4.1.5 Every reasonable effort will be made to preserve the archaeological integrity of the remains against unrecorded

damage or loss during excavation.  This will apply to working techniques and site security.
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4.2 WATCHING BRIEF

An archaeological watching brief will be undertaken in areas where the proposed groundworks associated with the access

development are unlikely to impact on significant archaeological remains.

4.3 RECORDING

4.3.1 The site grid which was previously established for the metric survey and previous excavation work will be

employed during the site investigation.  All heights will be recorded in relation to the Ordnance Survey datum.

4.3.2 All excavated features will be recorded textually, graphically and photographically.  The recording system will be

an integrated one. 

4.3.3 Plan and section drawings will be undertaken at a scale of 1:10.  At least one edge of intervention areas will be

recorded as sections.  Where appropriate ,further edges, cumulative sections or additional baulks will also be

recorded.

4.3.4 Archaeological deposits, features and exposed structures will be recorded using a standard system of context and

other record forms.  A series of existing indices will be maintained for all site records along with a working

stratigraphic matrix.

4.3.5 All archaeological deposits, features and structures identified during the excavation will be recorded

photographically with a high resolution digital camera and a 35mm monochrome camera using silver-based film.

All record photographs will include an appropriate scale.

4.3.6 Elevations and other structural elements exposed by excavation will be recorded using a combination of instrument

survey (Reflectorless Total Station Theodolite) and computer rectified or rectified photography.  Stone-by-stone

drawings will be created at a scale of 1:20, in order to achieve a dimensional accuracy of within 20mm.  The results

of any building recording will be incorporated into the existing survey of the castle.

4.3.7 Any diagnostic architectural fragments revealed by excavation will be photographed and planned in situ.  Any

undiagnostic fragments of red sandstone, glass fragments and lead came will be 3D recorded.

4.4 POST-EXCAVATION

4.4.1 After completion of the site investigation all records will be ordered, quantified and checked for consistency.

4.4.2 The drawn record will be digitised in an appropriate format that will permit the output of standard AutoCAD type

DWG and DXF files.

4.4.3 The archival record will include all material relating to the site investigation, including correspondence, written,

drawn and computerised records.

4.4.4 Artefacts, ecofacts and samples will be processed, quantified and described in an appropriate manner.  In addition

the stratigraphic matrices and a site summary will be prepared.

4.4.5 All artefacts and ecofacts recovered will be packed and stored in the appropriate materials and conditions.
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4.4.6 The material archive and stratigraphic sequence will be assessed.

4.5 REPORTING

4.5.1 A report incorporating the results of the excavation, watching brief, and recording will be prepared within 3 months

of completion of the site investigation.  The report will contain the following:

i. A plan of the site showing the position of excavation areas

ii. A portfolio of plans and sections and where appropriate, drawings of artefacts and a site matrix.

iii. A listing of all contexts, finds and samples.

iv. A description of the stratigraphic sequence encountered.

v. An interpretation of any stratigraphic or structural sequence encountered.

vi. An assessment of the results of the investigation.

5.0 PRESERVATION

An eroded edge on the eastern side of the West Barbican, which forms the first significant break of slope into the moat, will

be cleaned and recorded as a ‘free section’.  The eroded edge will then be protected with geotextile and sealed with topsoil

and turf as part of the landscaping associated with the new access path.

6.0 HEALTH & SAFETY

In order to comply with Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1992 a full risk assessment will be

undertaken prior to the commencement of site work.  Appropriate safety standards will be maintained during the

archaeological site works.

7.0 MONITORING

Historic Scotland will be notified in advance of the start of site works.  Facilities will be afforded to representatives of

Historic Scotland to be directly involved in discussions on any matters that arise during the course of the archaeological

works.

8.0 CONCLUSION

The provisions outlined above will provide for a controlled and professional archaeological record to be made of all

archaeological finds, deposits and structures that will be revealed in the course of the proposed access works.  Historic

Scotland may require that further conditions are adhered to as part of the SMC for the proposed development and associated

archaeological investigation.
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APPENDIX B INDEX TO FIELD FILE

CODE DESCRIPTION RECORD FORMAT

Indices

YO1 Index of notebooks - -

YO2 Index of contexts 1 A4

YO3 Index of features 1 A4

YO4 Index of structures - -

YO5 Index of drawings - -

YO6 0 Index of photographs 4 A4

0 Index of film processing 1 A4

YO7 0 Index of finds digital digital

0 Index of finds by context - -

0 Index of finds by grid square - -

0 Sample Register - -

0 Artefact Register - -

1 Finds Storage Register - -

YO8 Index of geophysical data files - -

YO9 0 Index of survey stations - -

0 Index of co-ordinate files - -

0 Index of topographic files - -

YO10 Index of interventions 1 A4

Y1 Notebooks

Contexts

Y2 0 Context Record 20 A4

0 Skeleton Record - -

0 Coffin Record - -

0 Masonry Record - -

0 Timber Record - -

Features

Y3 0 Feature Record 4 A4

0 Auger Record - -

Structures

Y4 Structure Record - -

Site drawing

Y5 0 Legend - -

0 Plans - -

0 Maps - -

0 Sections 1 A4s

Photographs

Y6 0 Black and white negatives - 35mm

0 Colour negatives 143 35mm

0 Colour slides - -

0 Colour enprints 143 6"x4"

0 Black and white prints contact contact

Finds

Y7 0 Finds Location Record - -

0 Artefact Record - -

Survey

Y8 0 Record of geophysical data files - -

0 Record of .RAW data file - -

0 Record of .FLD data file - -

0 Surface Reconnaissance Record - -
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APPENDIX C SUMMARY OF CONTEXT AND FEATURE RECORDS

Table 1 Summary of context records

Context Feature Int Identity Description Munsell

1262 - 28 layer
allocated to a heavily mixed rubble layer, within a sandy silt matrix, possibly

deriving from wall F7
10YR3/1

1263 - 28 layer
allocated to a very dark brown silty sand with occasional stone inclusions and

rare mortar flecks
10YR2/2

1264 11 28 layer
allocated to a heavily mixed deposit of silty sand with frequent inclusions of

stone
10YR4/2

1265 - 28 layer allocated to a clean brown silt with rare stone inclusions noted throughout 7.5YR4/2

1266 120 29 make-up
allocated to the cobble make-up of surface F120, comprising angular slate

fragments set on angle
-

1267 121 30 make-up allocated to the Caithness slate make-up of wall-footing or paving F121 -

1268 - 29 topsoil allocated to the topsoil and turf encountered across Intervention 29 10YR3/1

1269 - 29 layer allocated to a brown silt deposit, with rare stone inclusions 7.5YR4/3

1270 25 Public Archaeology - ongoing fieldwork

1271 25 Public Archaeology - ongoing fieldwork

1272 25 Public Archaeology - ongoing fieldwork

1273 - 32 topsoil allocated to the turf excavated across Intervention 32 10YR3/1

1274 - 32 layer

allocated to a sticky deposit of dark greyish-brown sandy clay, with frequent

gravel and pebble inclusions.  The slate inclusions tip from south to north;

three fragments of worked red sandstone recovered

2.5Y4/2

1275 - 32 layer

allocated to a light brownish-grey sand matrix, loose in compaction, with

frequent sand and mortar inclusions.  1 fragment of worked sandstone

recovered

2.5Y6/2

1276 - 32 bedrock allocated to bedrock as encountered in Intervention 32 -

1277 27 Public Archaeology - ongoing fieldwork

1278 27 Public Archaeology - ongoing fieldwork

1279 122 33 make-up
allocated to the make-up of possible wall feature consisting of Caithness slate

fragments and mixed rounded cobbles.  No bonding material noted
-

1280 - 33 bedrock allocated to bedrock as encountered in Intervention 33

1281 - 34 topsoil allocated to the turf and topsoil as excavated in Intervention 34 10YR3/1

1282 - 34 layer
allocated to a dark greyish-brown silty sand with frequent flecks and

concentrations of lime mortar, containing a large proportion of ribble
10YR4/2

1283 - 34 layer
allocated to a yellowish brown clayey silt identified adjacent to F123, and

containing no inclusions
10YR5/4

1284 123 34 make-up
allocated to the Caithness slate make-up of wall F123, comprising fragments of

slate 10-20cm in depth and 20-55m in length, bonded with lime mortar
-

1285 - 34 bedrock allocated to bedrock as encountered in Intervention 34 -

1286 - all layer yellowish brown silty subsoil -



FAS2007 374 GSC327.wpd Cii  

FIELD ARCHAEOLOGY SPECIALISTS

Table 2 Summary of feature records

Feature Contexts Int Identity Description Profile

120 1266 29 surface

allocated to a well-defined cobbled surface identified on high ground

opposite the West Gatehouse.  A single row of kerbstones was defined

along the northern edge of the cobbles.

unseen

121 1267 30 wall
allocated to a surviving area of Caithness slate paving, possible

continuation of F11
unseen

122 1279 33 wall?
allocated to a stone festure, contacted in the NW corner of Int 33,

measuring 0.70m in depth and overlying bedrock
unseen

123 1284 34 wall

allocated to a wall footing identified in Int 34 orientated east-west and

continuing beyond the trench.  Regular coursed Caithness slate with a lime

mortar bonding

unseen
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APPENDIX E ARCHITECTURAL STONE ASSESSMENT

Rebecca Lane, Field Archaeology Specialists

1.0 INTRODUCTION

A total of four pieces of architectural stone were recovered during excavation undertaken by Field Archaeology Specialists

Ltd on the outline of footings for a permanent bridge between the west barbican and the west gatehouse of the castle

(Intervention 32).  These have been assessed largely through comparison with the architectural stone recovered from

previous excavation and evaluation phases at the castle (FAS 2005; FAS 2007), which identified over 300 pieces of old red

sandstone used for a variety of purposes in the castle structures.

Of the four recovered in this phase of work, only one appeared to represent a complete stone, with clearly diagnostic features

(Find no 586).  The other three were fragmentary, although retaining evidence of fine working.  As noted in the previous

assessment of the architectural sandstone recovered from the castle (FAS 2007, Appendix G), Old Red Sandstone was used

for a huge variety of architectural features in the castle structures including both external and internal features.  Comparison

of recovered fragments with those remaining in situ within the castle structure has the identification of features.  This

included window and door surrounds, fireplaces, stairs, and floor surfaces as well as external features such as stringcourses

and water spouts.  However, given the fragmentary nature of the majority of the recovered assemblage, association with

specific features is likely to be problematic.

2.0 ASSESSMENT

Find number 586 represented the largest and most complete stone recovered from Intervention 32.  This stone,

approximately 0.72m by 0.25m and 0.27m in depth was in general roughly shaped with significant adhesions of mortar to

the top, bottom and two sides of the stone.  The remaining sides were more finely worked, with no mortar adhesions.  One

was plain but the end of the stone included a moulding with a rounded corner and two grooves running vertically up the

stone, with a squared rebate adjacent.  Clearly the majority of the stone was bonded into the walling of the castle with only

the two more finely worked sides exposed.

Find number 587 was a squared block, with two broken sides.  The upper and lower surfaces were tooled indicating that the

depth of the block (0.08m) was intact.  Two squared sides also survived, one of which was noted to have a slight slope to

it.  However, this does not seem to indicate an architectural feature, more a slight irregularity in the shaping of the stone.

There were no indications of mortar adhering to the surfaces of the stone.  Find numbers 588 and 589 were two smaller

pieces of red sandstone, both fragmentary but with some surviving worked faces.  Find number 588 was 0.12m by 0.11m

and 0.07m in depth.  Both the upper and lower faces were worked, and two sides forming a right-angled corner with the other

two sides broken.  Find number 589 was also 0.07m deep, and 0.12m by 0.10m.  One face of 589 was fragmentary, with the

upper face and two sides intact.  These indicated that it too came from a squared block.

3.0 DISCUSSION

The use of red sandstone in the castle structures is largely confined to the West Gatehouse and the Tower House.  The

location of Intervention 32 in the dry moat of the castle suggests that all sandstone recovered was originally associated with

the West Gatehouse, where the extensive use of red sandstone for architectural features is indicated both by the surviving

elements of features in the structure and the range of fragments found in the outer courtyard of the castle.

Comparison with the stone types identified in the previous phases of assessment and those sections of architectural stone

remaining in situ in the castle, suggests that find number 586 with its distinctive moulded face, formed part of a window or

door jamb.  The incorporation of two grooves into the moulding may suggest that one was designed to act as a glazing
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groove, although there was no suggestion of mortar or lead in the groove.  The other three stones lack any diagnostic

features, although they all have indications of being parts of squared blocks, they may have lost more complex elements

associating them with specific features.
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