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Site B, Littleferry, Golspie, Sutherland, KW10 6TD 
 
Erection of dwelling house with detached garage, installation of septic tank 
and soakaway system, formation of new access from existing access track 
 
 
 Planning Ref. no. 04/000285/REMSU 
 
 Archaeological Watching Brief 
 
 

 

Site summary Rural site 

Site location (NGR) 280579 

895755 

Total area of construction House, garage, septic tank and soakaway, 
upgrade access 

Work required Archaeological Watching Brief 

Area of monitoring required All ground breaking work 

 
 
 
 
1.0 Background 
  
This Watching Brief covers ground-breaking work for a new build house on a site 
at Littleferry, near Golspie. A condition of the granting of planning consent was 
that a programme of archaeological work for the preservation and recording of 
any archaeological features affected by the proposed development should be 
carried out.  
 
The known archaeological record of the Littleferry area suggested the strong 
possibility that archaeological deposits, including human remains, could be 
recovered during the development. The brief for archaeological work prepared by 
the Archaeology Unit within the Department of Planning and Development at 
Highland Council in Inverness therefore required that an archaeologist be present 
during all below ground works to enable early identification and support the legal 
reporting procedure. The archaeological contractor would subsequently be 
required to archaeologically excavate all significant archaeological deposits that 
would be threatened by the development, before work on the site recommenced. 
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2.0 Archaeological Background 
 
The site lies within the historic settlement of Littleferry. It is likely that there has 
always been a river crossing point here from the earliest times. Finds from the 
general area including human remains and dating back to the Neolithic period 
have been reported. An important collection of Pictish carved stone remains have 
also been recovered from the area, indicating that an unrecorded chapel site might 
lie nearby. The victims of a military skirmish in Littleferry in 1746 may be buried 
in the immediate area. Recently, human remains have been recovered from a 
nearby garden, located within or beneath a large multi-phase midden deposit. 
 
The following archaeological sites and finds are recorded on the Highland Sites 
and monuments record (SMR) and the National Monument record for Scotland 
(NMRS): 
 

• Pictish Symbol Stone at NH 820 980, SMR no. NH89NW0002D A 
fragment of red sandstone found in 1880 and now in Dunrobin Museum 

• Pottery, glass beads, jet beads, whorl, stone objects, flint at NH 81 97, 
NMRS n0. NH89NW 5, forming a collection presented to the National 
Museum of Antiquities in 1887, ‘found in sand dunes down the east side 
of the Golspie-Littleferry road, about opposite Balblair Woods 

• Possible bloomery, flints at Loch Unes, NH814 969, NMRS no. 
NH89NW 13 

• Flint implements, middens, Pictish symbol stones at Littleferry Links, 
NH 814 966, NMRS no. NH89NW 2.00 

• Pictish symbol stones at Littleferry Links, NH 814 965, NMRS no. 
NH89NW 2.01, 2.02, 2.03 Three fragments found separately in 1872 and 
1874 ‘on a bare gravelly flat’ and now in Dunrobin Museum 

• Cinerary urn at NH 805 956, SMR no. NH89NW0008 
• Arrowheads, axe, etc at NH 800 950, SMR no. NH89NW0017 
• Cinerary Urn at NH 805 956, SMR no. NH89NW0011 
• Pottery sherds at NH 805 956, SMR no. NH89NW0010 

 
Recent development work and associated archaeological investigation have also 
resulted in the recovery or recording of the following archaeological deposits: 
 

• Human remains and midden at Croft no. 347, ‘Mr Urquhart’s’, NH 
80571 95649, SMR no. NH89NW0038. The partial remains of one human 
skeleton were recovered from the base of a sewage pipeline trench in 
December 2003. Possible further human remains were noted further down 
the trench. These remains appear to be within the lowest layers of, or 
below, a midden of several distinct layers. 

• Possible midden material at ‘Bertha’s House’ or Pier House, NH 80593 
95635, SMR no. NH89NW0034. Excavation of a trench revealed limited 
topsoil over cobbly subsoil containing some shell but no distinctive 
midden material 

• Midden material at Ferry Cottage, NH 80559 95646, SMR no. 
NH89NW0069: in the garden behind Ferry Cottage, deposits of midden 
material over 1m deep, with a complex stratigraphy. 
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These finds indicate a high level of activity along the entire area of the links and 
Littleferry in the Prehistoric and early mediaeval periods. No date has yet been 
published for the recently found human remains, but their location below several 
layers of undisturbed midden deposits would suggest an early date. The large 
amounts of shell material within the midden deposits, and the location of the 
midden along the foreshore, suggests that at least the later deposits may be 
associated with the baiting of long lines for white fish, a practice which would 
have continued into the 19th century. 
 
A recent archaeological watching brief at a house site immediately north of the 
present development (HAS 2007) found no archaeological features. 
 
 
4.0 Cartographic Evidence 
 
The 1st edition Ordnance Survey map for the area, dating to 1879, shows a small 
rectangular enclosure or garden plot at the point where the present track forks 
from the public road, opposite a square formed by two or possibly three buildings 
on the east side of the road. This enclosure is not recorded on the 1874 map. By 
the 2nd edition OS map of 1907 the track running SW to the shore from these 
buildings is in place, there is no indication of an enclosure and the area on both 
sides of this track has been enclosed and planted with trees. 
 
 
5.0 Site Description (Photos 1-7) 
 
 The house site is located north of Littleferry jetty and to the west of the 
Littleferry-Golspie road, opposite a modern house occupying the site of former 
storehouses and immediately south of a recently constructed house. To the south 
is an access road, beyond which is the well-preserved ice house. To the west is 
standing woodland, the remains of a pine plantation which formerly covered the 
development area. 
 
The stumps of trees are still scattered thinly across the site and the vegetation 
cover is the thick moss of a former forest floor. 
 
The site is crossed by the raised bank of a former storm beach which continues 
SW into the trees. Test holes show the stony nature of the raised area of  the site. 
 
No structures are visible within the development area. Some exposed earth 
containing 19th century ceramics to the NW of the site is reported to have been 
topsoil imported last year for landscaping the new house site to the north. 
 
 
 
6.0 The Watching Brief 
 
This was carried out on 23.6.08 in fine and sunny weather conditions 
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6.1 Removal of tree stumps 
 
Removal of tree stumps prior to stripping the site allowed an initial investigation 
of the sub-surface soils and deposits across the site (Photos 8-9). This showed the 
following, typical stratigraphy above the bank of the raised beach: 
 

1. Dark, leaf-mold topsoil 
2. Beach cobbles measuring a maximum of 100mm across, in a mixed sand-

soil matrix. 
3. Beach cobbles in matrix of pure, pale windblown sand 

 
Where the tree stumps were removed from a lower level, on the side of the bank, 
a small number of slate fragments were exposed (Photos 10-11) 
 
6.2 Topsoil Stripping 
 
Removal of topsoil from the proposed house area revealed two distinct surfaces: 
 

a. Above and on slope of storm beach: beach cobbles, generally no more 
than 100mm in length, in a matrix of clean windblown sand (Photos 12-
13) This appeared to be a completely natural surface, but there remained 
the possibility that wind and wave shifted cobbles and sand could overlie a 
former ground surface. Exploratory holes were therefore dug to the full 
depth of the proposed foundation trenches (Photos 21, 22). No layering 
was observed, and any ground surface deeper than this will not be 
disturbed by the present development. 

 
b. Below bank of storm beach, between this and road: surface of fragments 

of roofing slate, varying in size but no complete slates and none with holes 
drilled for pegs. Possibly three different types of slate are represented: a 
coarse Balachulish-type slate, a smooth  thin slate with coloration from 
blue grey to green and a purple smooth slate known as Spanish slate. This 
last type is imported and came into use in Scotland at a later date than the 
others. There is, however, no observable stratigraphy in the slate types. If 
anything, the Spanish slate fragments were at a lower level than the other 
types. This surface is concentrated to the north of the lower ground and 
continues east under undisturbed turf. To the south it gradually decreases. 

            Removal of the slate fragments revealed a surface which appeared to 
consist of small fragments of lime or shell mortar (photo no. 19) 
Fragments of brick and coal were also present, although not in significant 
quantities. This mortar layer was thicker to the south of the exposed area 
and contained larger fragments. Under this layer was a cobble and sand 
surface similar to that on top of the bank. The observed stratigraphy below 
the bank was therefore: 

 
1. Grey dry sandy soil 
2. layers of slate fragments in matrix of sandy soil up to 100mm 

depth 
3. thin gritty layer of mortar fragments up to 10mm depth 
4. cobbles and sand 
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As this lower ground was not going to be excavated deeper but was going to be 
built up to the level of the rest of the site, any deposits at a deeper level would not 
be disturbed by the present development so were not investigated during this 
evaluation. 

 
 
7.0 Discussion 
 
Although the lower ground below the bank did not conform to the shape of the 
enclosure recorded on the 1879 1st edition OS map, it is possible that the various 
archaeological deposits noted during the watching brief lie within the bounds of 
that former enclosure. As the buildings to the east of the enclosure have been 
identified as storehouses, presumably for materials landed from or awaiting 
loading at the ferry, the first interpretation of the deposits is that they are the 
detritus of imported goods, ie coal, bricks and slates, temporarily stored in a yard. 
The timescale for this is narrow, between 1874 when the enclosure is not recorded 
and 1907 when the area is planted with trees. 
 
A second possibility is that all the material is associated with the construction and 
use of the storehouse buildings. This may explain the presence of fragments of 
lime mortar but the slated roofs are unlikely to have contained different types of 
slate. Equally, demolition of the westernmost of the three original buildings, 
which formerly lay alongside the road and which is no longer recorded by 1907, 
may account for the layer of mortar fragments. 
 
The appearance of the slate fragments is most reminiscent of the debris from 
dressing slates, an activity which is normally carried out adjacent to the roof being 
covered. However, the slating of the storehouse buildings would not account for 
the wide area of debris or the different slate types. A slater’s yard, where some 
initial dressing of slates was carried out, may have resulted in the spread and 
depth of the deposit and the size and shape of fragment. Unfortunately, to date no 
record has been found of this trade being carried out in Littleferry at the end of the 
19th century. 
 
It is possible that the open ground provided a convenient dumping ground for 
waste materials from various building activities, and no further archaeological 
significance should be given o these deposits. 
 
 
 
8.0 Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
No prehistoric features, deposits or artifacts were noted or recovered during the 
watching brief. The features noted date to the late 19th or early 20th century and 
are of some local interest only. No further archaeological work is recommended at 
this site 
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9.0 Photographic Record 
 
Photo no. Feature Description Angle of View 
1 General 

view 
South part of site with tree stumps. Beyond, 
ice house and buildings of Littleferry 

From N 

2 General 
view 

View east across site to location of former 
store houses (behind trees to right and across 
dunes to sea 

From W 

3 General 
view 

View NE across site to recently built house 
and, beyond, the plantations of Littleferry 
links 

From SW 

4 Test hole Test hole shows typical beach cobble and sand 
of raised beach area 

From E 

5 Raised 
beach 

View SW along line of raised beach towards 
buildings of Littleferry 

From NE 

6 Ice house Viewed from development site, with screening 
trees 

From N 

7 General 
view 

View across SW part of site with location of 
test hole 

From NE 

8 Tree stump Removal of tree stump revealing underlying 
stratigraphy 

 

9 Tree stump Removal of tree stump revealing underlying 
stratigraphy 

 

10 Tree stump Surface underlying tree stump on bank, 
showing small no. of slate fragments 

 

11 Tree stump Surface underlying tree stump on bank, 
showing small no. of slate fragments 

 

12 surface Upper part of site after topsoil stripping, 
showing surface of beach cobbles in sand 
matrix 

From SW 

13 surface Upper part of site after topsoil stripping, 
showing surface of beach cobbles in sand 
matrix 

From S 

14 surface Beach cobble surface above storm beach with 
lower ground, to right, with slate surface 

From SW 

15 bank Exposed bank, showing predominantly sand From E 
16 slates Exposed surface of slate fragments From E 
17 slates Exposed surface of slate fragments From NE 
18 surfaces Slate surface to right, bank and cobbles to left From S 
19 mortar Surface of mortar fragments after removal of 

slates 
 

20 General 
view 

South part of site after topsoil stripping  

21 cobbles Exploratory hole to ascertain stratigraphy in 
cobbles 

From N 

22 cobbles Exploratory hole to ascertain stratigraphy in 
cobbles 

From S 

23 cobbles Exploratory hole to ascertain stratigraphy in 
cobbles 

From SE 

 
 
Catherine Dagg, BA, AIFA 
2, Ruigh’Riabhach 
Scoraig Peninsula 
Dundonnell 
Wester Ross 
IV23 2RE                                                                                                               17.9.08 
 



 8

 
 

 



 9

 
 
Fig. 1. Location of Development Site 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Fig 2. Topographical and Archaeological Features (west at top) 
 
Green:  Edge of bank 
Red:     Area of slate deposit 


