
1 
 

John O’Groats 
Nomadic Boulders 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Archaeological Watching Brief 
Report 

  



2 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Summary 
 

Archaeology North Ltd were commissioned to undertake an archaeological watching brief at 

John O’Groats during excavation of trenches for installation of a three sculptures. 

 

The site of a former ferryman’s house lay adjacent to the area of the watching brief, but no 

significant archaeological deposits or features were found. 
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Aims and objectives 
 
The objectives of the work were to: 
 

 Supervise ground breaking works in agreed areas. 

 

 Determine as far as possible the nature, date, extent, condition, and significance of 

any archaeologically significant remains, and to record these where necessary in line 

with national and local policies and standards. 

 

 Minimise any delay or cost to the development by anticipating archaeological 

requirements as far as possible, by timetabling and integrating archaeological 

recording work with the project, and dealing with any issues arising quickly and 

efficiently. 

 

 
Location 

The site lies on open ground between the John O’Groats Inn to the west and a roundabout to 

the east.   

 

Introduction 

Installation of three sculptures required the excavation of a trench for the base of each 

sculpture.   

 

British Geological Survey mapping shows the underlying geology as John O’Groats 

Sandstone.  No superficial deposits are shown. 
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Figure 1   Site location 

Site location 
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Figure 2  Location of sculptures 

 

 

Regulatory Background 
 
International conventions, national legislation and local authority planning policies all 

include the aim to identify and safeguard cultural heritage assets in advance of development, 

with appropriate recording of features and recovery of artefact taking place if a development 

involves unavoidable disturbance of such assets.  These have been set out in international and 

European Union agreements, and UK and Scottish legislation, as well as national and local 

planning policies. 

 

Quality Assurance 

The Codes of Conduct and Approved Practice and Standards of the Institute for 

Archaeologists and the Highland Council’s Standards for Archaeological Work were 

followed throughout this project. 

 

 

 

 

Mound 
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Background 

The site, which is laid to grass, is just to the south of the former sandy beach at John 

O’Groats, much of which was removed for dressing fields during World War 2, and slopes 

down from north to south.  It is bounded by a path to the north, a roundabout to the east, a 

modern structure with associated paved area to the south, and John O’Groats Inn to the west. 

 

A low mound, approximately 9m across and 0.7m high is visible at the top of the slope; 

figure 2 shows its approximate location. 

 

Table 1 lists the cultural heritage assets and investigations shown on Highland Council’s 

Historic Environment Record database.  Despite the negative results of the watching brief on 

construction of the public toilets they demonstrate the potential of the area to harbour buried 

remains of a range of dates, from prehistoric to modern. 

 

Table 1 Known cultural heritage assets and investigations 

HER 

reference 

Description Grid reference NMRS number 

MHG598 Prehistoric settlement.  Bronze 

Age, Iron Age, Pictish 

ND3791 7325  

MHG1372 Hand winch ND3790 7340 ND37SE30 

MHG1373 Hand crane ND3790 7340 ND37SE30 

MHG1709 Ferryman’s cottage.  Probably 

built in C16th, ruined by 1760 

and not visible by 1793.  

Recorded as a triangular mound 

30 feet broad in 1873.  Flagstaff 

erected on mound by 1957 

ND 3796 7339 ND37SE7 

MHG37725 See MHG52958   

MHG39354 Burial ground.  Two phases, 

C11-12th and C16-17th 

ND3791 7325  

MHG52958 Hotel.  Built C19th ND3793 7339  

EHG405 Coastal survey, 1980   

EHG468 Negative watching brief on 

public toilets 

  

EHG996 Rescue excavation identifying 

MHG598 and MHG39354 

  

EHG3353 Desk-based assessment in 2010 

of hotel grounds 

  

 

Some ground disturbance was noted near T1 before work began.  An image (Fig 3, which 

also shows the mound of MHG1709) was produced during the planning process to 

demonstrate what the sculptures will look like once installed, shows a lamp-post in this area; 

it is assumed the image was generated on a photograph and that the lamp-post has been 

removed since the photograph was taken. 
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Figure 3  Indicative positioning photograph, with mound and lamp-post 

 

 

Methodology 

 

Fieldwork took place on 20 August 2015 on a fine, if breezy, day.  Conditions for 

observations were excellent, and the co-operation of the ground-workers ensured full 

confidence in the results. 

 

The three trenches, each measuring a little over 2m square, were excavated by a back-acting 

excavator fitted with a toothless ditching bucket.  The operator, working within unusually 

tight tolerances, was very precise.  Trench depth was 1m. 

 

Written and photographic records were made. 

 

 

 
Results and Discussion 

 

Topsoil     Contexts 101, 201, 301 

 

In all trenches the topsoil comprised more or less unmixed peat and sand.  It showed little 

signs of cultivation and the interface with the layers below was sharp.  Modern butchered 

sheep and cow bones, vessel glass (wine glass?) and Coca Cola can fragments were noted and 

photographed but not retained.  It is assumed that this is a recent layer deliberately deposited 

after landscaping. 

 

 

Mound 
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Wind-blown sand   Contexts 102, 202, 302 

 

Below the topsoil in each trench was a layer of undisturbed sand.  The layer had laminations 

consistent with wind-blown deposits, and anecdotal evidence from the site foreman, Billy 

Sinclair (until recently a John O’Groats resident) confirmed that sand was often deposited on 

the landward (and generally leeward) side of the slope.  The layer was thicker in T1 and T2 

than T3, which lay at the top of the brae. 

 

 

Peat     Contexts 103, 203, 303 

 

Below the sand was a layer of moss peat, with occasional fist-sized stones.  It became stonier 

towards the bases of trenches 2 and 3, and this may have been the interface with underlying 

rocky deposits.  Since the layer was not bottomed this was not confirmed. 

 

 

Modern trench 

 

A modern service trench cut through the topsoil and sand in the southern corner of T2, more 

or less along a line drawn between an existing lamp post and location of the former lamp 

post.  It is assumed it is the east-west trench for the lighting cable. 

 

 

Discussion 

 

There is evidence of considerable modern disturbance of this site, including landscaping in 

the south of the site, where the slope is modified next to the paved area; the insertion and 

removal of the flag pole in the mound; and the probable insertion and removal of a lamp post, 

with cable trench.  In addition, the unmixed nature of the topsoil, and its sharp interface with 

the underlying sand, suggest a recent deposit.  However, the extent of the disturbance does 

not appear great since the sand is mostly undisturbed. 

 

Given the proximity to the mound, assumed to be the site of the ferryman’s house, the 

absence of artefacts or evidence cultivation is a little surprising.  It is possible that the peat 

deposit has built up since the house became ruinous (late C18th). 

 

 

 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

No archaeological features, deposits or artefacts were found and no further archaeological 

work is recommended. 
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Table 2  Photographic index 

Photo 

No 

Camera 

point 

Description Facing Scale 

1 1 Panorama of site before 

excavation 

SW -  

2 1 Panorama of site before 

excavation 

W -  

3 1 Panorama of site before 

excavation 

NW -  

4 1 Panorama of site before 

excavation 

N -  

5 1 Panorama of site before 

excavation 

NE -  

6 2 T1 excavated N 1 x 1m 

7 -  Finds from 101 OH  1 x 

1m 

8 2 T2 excavated W 1 x 1m 

9 3 T3 excavated SE 1 x 1m 

10 4  N 1 x 1m 
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Table3  Context table 

Number Type Description Dimensions (m) Before After Interpretation 

   Length Width Depth    

101 Layer Very dark greyish brown sandy peat, unmixed Trench layer 0.14  -    102 Modern topsoil 

102 Layer Laminated sand; some laminations peaty Trench layer 0.32 101 103 Windblown sand 

103 Layer Moss peat Trench layer 0.54 102 UE Peat 

201 Layer Very dark greyish brown sandy peat, unmixed Trench layer   -    202 Modern topsoil 

202 Layer Laminated sand; some laminations peaty Trench layer  201 203 Windblown sand 

203 Layer Moss peat Trench layer  202 UE Peat 

310 Layer Very dark greyish brown sandy peat, unmixed Trench layer   -  302 Modern topsoil 

302 Layer Laminated sand; some laminations peaty Trench layer  301 303 Windblown sand 

303 Layer Moss peat Trench layer  302 UE Peat 
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Selected photographs 

  

Figure 5  Finds from context 101.  Photograph 7 

Figure 4  Site before excavation.  Mound on right, 

paved area on left.  Photograph 2. 
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Figure 6  Trench 1 excavated.  Photograph 8 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7  Trench 2 excavated.  Photograph 9 
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Figure 8  Trench 3 excavated.  Photograph 10. 


