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Summary 
 
A desk based assessment was conducted to establish as far as possible the nature and extent of any 
archaeology likely to be affected by the construction of a new water main between Aultbea and mellon 
Charles in Wester Ross, Scotland.  Recommendations include marking out of sites to avoid 
unnecessary damage and a precautionary archaeological watching brief in selected areas; and slight 
modification of the route in two places to avoid archaeologically sensitive areas. 
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Introduction 
 
A desk based assessment and walk-over survey was conducted in October 2007 to establish as far as 
possible the nature and extent of any archaeology likely to be affected by the construction of a new 
water main in the Aultbea area of Wester Ross.  This report summarises the results. 
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Aims and Objectives 
 
The overall aims of this assessment are to identify any recorded archaeological sites or features that 
might be affected by this work; propose mitigation or recording as appropriate to ensure that 
archaeological evidence is not unnecessarily damaged or destroyed; and to minimize any possible 
delay or costs to the development by anticipating any archaeological requirements as far as possible, 
timetabling and integrating archaeological recording work with the project, and dealing with any 
issues arising quickly and efficiently. 
 

Location 
 
The new water main is intended to run from Aultbea Water Treatment Works at approx. Ordnance 
Survey Grid Reference NG 886 880 to Cnoc a’Choilich, Mellon Charles at approx. NG 851 916.  
Spurs serve Aird Point, Badfearn and Drumchork. 
 

 
Figure 1  General location 
 

Archaeological background and cultural significance 
 
Few archaeological sites or features have been recorded in this area apart from crofting and possibly 
earlier settlement remains.  The lack of evidence however may not imply a lack of past activity.  Little 
survey work has been done here in the past apart from Cathy Dagg’s Wester Ross Project in 2004; 
and as in much of the highlands, the traditional use of organic materials such as thatch, wood, peat, 
wool, leather etc, and the extensive recycling of metals and other reusable materials means that often, 

NG 851 916 

NG 886 880 
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little survives.  There seems to have been cultivation over a long period which mat itself have 
disturbed or destroyed earlier evidence. 

 

Desk-based assessment 
 
The route maps as supplied by the client were checked in detail against the archaeological records, 
maps and aerial photographs.  The offices of the Highland Council Historic Environment Record were 
visited but in this case no relevant archaeological reports or usable RAF post-war vertical aerial 
photographs were found. 
 
The National Monuments Record for Scotland, the 6 inch Ordnance Survey map series, and the map 
collections of the National Library of Scotland were checked online1.    
 
An extract from the first edition Ordnance Survey 1:10560 map (1881) is reproduced below (fig 2).   
 
 

 
Figure 2  First Edition OS 1:10560 County Series Map 1881 (extract) 

Derived from digital mapping. Not to survey scale. 
 

 
It is notable that the only previously recorded features in the area are general references to the crofting 
townships themselves, and in some cases farmsteads and buildings noted as roofless on the first 
edition Ordnance Survey 1:10560 map (see Fig 2).    
 

                                                      
1 www.rcahms.gov.uk; www.nls.uk/collections/maps/index.html; http://www.promap.co.uk/ 
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Walk over survey 
 
The walk-over survey was carried out on 22.10.07 in fine, dry and generally sunny weather 
conditions. 
 

General Description 
 
The replacement water main is to be laid almost entirely within the in-bye ground of the crofting 
townships occupying the east shore of Loch Ewe, the exceptions being the sheep parks of Drumchork 
farm, SE of Aultbea, and a small area of what is now hill ground east of these. The croft lands rising 
steeply from the loch shore are for the most part on poor, thin, rocky soils; a prominent feature of the 
higher crofts is the number and size of stone heaps cleared from the fields, representing field 
improvement in the prehistoric, early modern and modern periods. Some of these piles are massive 
and structural and have been included in the gazetteer of archaeological sites, both to avoid 
misinterpretation as structures, and to record them as features in their own right, representing the 
effort involved in bringing this ground into cultivation. 
 
The crofts are sparsely inhabited and scattered abandoned 19th century croft buildings are visible 
features as well as the footings and enclosures of a pre-crofting landscape. On the higher enclosed 
ground the land has not been improved in the historical period and prehistoric structures and field 
systems survive. There is some modern housing, particularly along the road, on Aird Point and at 
Drumchork where holiday chalets overlie the former township. 
 
More recent historical events are represented by Second World War gun placements and camps at 
Mellon Charles and Aird and the massive landscaping involved in the construction of the NATO fuel 
stores 
 

1. Mellon Charles, Ormiscaig, Buailnaluib: These three townships are historically a part of 
Gairloch estate and were laid out in the unique experimental grid pattern of crofts in the 
1840s. Each square croft holding had an approximately central croft house in an attempt to 
encourage good husbandry. The main disadvantage of this layout was difficulty of access, 
particularly after construction of the public road. A number of trackways had to be included 
in the design, running between the crofts, to allow access to the higher houses. Despite this, a 
great number of the houses, particularly in the higher croft squares, were soon abandoned and 
many of the trackways are now overgrown. Modern housing is now beginning to reoccupy the 
higher ground with greater ease of constructing access roads. 

 
2. Culconich: This former township appears to be an attempt to bring into use the very poor wet 

ground between Buailnaluib and Tighnafiline. Only one 19th century building is occupied, the 
others are low and indistinct footings suggesting an early date of abandonment. The ground 
does not appear to have been laid out into croft strips. 

3. Tighnafiline: the croft houses are clustered at the top of the narrow croft strips, with some 
abandoned buildings scattered on the unimproved ground above the crofts. This has the 
appearance of an early modern township which was hardly altered with the laying out of the 
crofts. The crofts themselves are featureless, but the unimproved ground above contains 
features of early modern and prehistoric land use and settlement 

 
4. The Aird, Aultbea and Badfearn: a number of 19th century developments: hotel, post office, 

smithy, pre-1870 school, free church and manse, are spread along the shore road. Earlier 
settlement is represented by the substantial ruined houses, byres and enclosures at the top of 
the crofts to the NE and in the fairly random layout of the croft holdings of Badfearn. Fishing 
activity is centred on the pier on the Aird, which is now developed with an estate of modern 
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housing. Aird House, former home of the Mackenzies of Aird, is most likely to have been 
located near the Second World War gun battery  and camp to the north of the Point. 

 
5. Drumchork: A large early modern settlement was located north of trhe hotel until the 

clearances of the early 19th century. Some footings of buildings are still visible among the 
Aultbea chalets, but the site of the township is now completely developed. Drumchork Farm, 
built as a sheep farm (Davidson of Tulloch??), is an interesting group of early modern farm 
buildings, now fairly derelict n and the cottages used as holiday lets. Drumchork Lodge was 
built as a shooting lodge for the eccentric and unpopular industrialist Meyrick Bankes at the 
end of the 19th century and is now an hotel. The sheep parks to the east of the hotel overlie the 
narrow field strips of the early modern township but the substantial drystone dykes are now in 
poor repair. 

 
6. Allt Beithe: east of the Drumchork sheep parks is a triangle of ground defined by the park 

dykes, the Allt Beithe and the boundary of the NATO base. This area contains a landscape of 
early modern enclosures and boundaries, affected ony by the construction of a stream 
realignment and concrete fish ladder on the Allt Beithe at the end of the 19th century, more 
recent sheep pens along the access track, and extant water mains from the intake upstream. 

 

Gazetteer of archaeological sites, features and areas 
 
This includes only sites which are considered in possible danger of damage from the present water 
mains renewal scheme, and so likely to need mitigation.   Please see the plans at the end of the report 
for locations. 
 
 

1. Allt Beithe, Footbridge at NG 8857 8808. On the artificial stream realignment for the fish 
ladder are the rubble footings of a footbridge, as marked on the 1905 2nd edition OS map. No 
obvious track leads to this bridge. 

 
 

 
Figure 3  Site 1 
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Figure 4  Site 2 (building) 
 
 

 
Figure 5  Site 2 (Dyke NW of building) 
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2. Allt Beithe: Building, enclosures at NG 8852 8813: crossed by the deerfence are the low 
grassy footings of a building measuring in total approximately 11m in length and aligned 
ESE-WNW with one internal partition near the downhill, WNW end. To the NE is a grassy 
platform, built up slightly on its NE edge, possibly a stackyard, which is crossed by the 
present water main. NW of the building, a low turf and rubble dyke (Fig 5) meanders to the 
stream and a junction with a section of a second dyke running approximately parallel with the 
stream. Between the first dyke and the building are two small clearance cairns. 

 
3. Allt Beithe, Turf Dykes, Enclosures. A substantial turf and rubble dyke runs SW from the 

stream, turning a sharp corner at NG 8848 8819 (Photo 8). Within this corner is a grassy 
platform approximately 10m by 7m. A second substantial turf and stone dyke curves from the 
stream to the track at NG 8843 8825. These dykes are likely to be the remains of the two 
joined oval enclosures recorded on the 1881 1st edition OS map and on the SMR as 
NG88NE0021, associated with a building now under the sheep pens adjacent to the track.  At 
the stream side by these dykes are a number of irregularly shaped mounds of quarried stone 
which is probably the debris from constructing the fish ladder at the end of the 19th century.  

 

 
Figure 6  Site 3 

 
4. Drumchork: Field Clearance Piles, Spreads at NG 8809 8851 and NG 8809 8857. At the 

break of slope in the sheep park, where the grassland gives way to rushes, is a long pile of 
large stones, probably collected off the field during mid-19th century ploughing and 
improving. North of this is a roughly rectangular spread of small stones.  Although the shape 
suggests building footings, there is no documentary evidence for any building having been 
here, and this is more likely to be field clearance dating to the Early Modern period and 
associated with the strip cultivation, remnants of which are recorded on the 1st edition OS 
map. At the north end of the field, at NG 8804 8864 are a line of 5 piles at what would have 
been the ends of the cultivation strips. 

 
5. Birchburn: Old Road Alignments at NG 8785 8883 and NG 8757 8893 At the junction of 

the A832 and Birchburn, and looping north of the present road at the west end of Birchburn, 
are two sections of old road alignment, both following the public road recorded on the 1881 
1st edition OS map. 
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Figure 7  Site 4 

 
6. Tighnafiline, Two building footings at NG 8722 8945. The low, grassy footings of two long 

buildings aligned NE-SW down the slope and corresponding to two roofed buildings on the 
1st edition OS map. These are outside the drystone dyke forming the present north boundary 
of Aultbea crofts and appear to be a part of the pre-crofting township of Tighnafiline, possibly 
abandoned after that township was organised into lots.  

 

 
Figure 8  Site 6 

 
7. Tighnafiline, Hut Circle, field system at NG 8725 8956. The hut circle occupies a slight 

platform on a gentle SW-facing slope on unimproved ground above Tighnafiline crofts. A turf 
dyke runs E-W past the hut circle, . On this, west of the hut circle, is a small sub-square 
structure approximately 4m by 3m. East of the hut circle, up to the hill boundary fence are at 
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least 8 spread grass-covered field clearance piles representing a contemporary field system. 
No features were noted west of the access road to the west.  

 

 
Figure 9  Site 7 

 
8. Culconich: building, enclosures at NG 8706 8978. Low, grassy footings of a building 

aligned ENE-WSW, measuring approximately 12m in length and consisting with one main 
building with lower attached byre. This corresponds to the roofless building recorded on the 
1st edition OS map. To the north of this is an attached rectangular enclosure, visible as low 
stony banks.. From the south corner of this, an indistinct turf and rubble dyke extends SSE 
towards the top side of the Tighnafiline/Culconich boundary gate. 

 
9. Culconich: dykes, rig cultivation at NG 8700 8985. Two low, indistinct and one substantial 

turf and rubble dykes corresponding to dykes recorded on the 1st edition OS map and 
appearing to represent attempts to enclose and improve this ground in the mid-19th century. 
To the west and south of these, outwith the enclosures, are the remains of rig cultivation. 

 
10. Culconich: trackway, building footings at NG 8680 8900. The faint traces of a ditched cart 

track running E-W but indistinct where it crosses the ditch/stream, and the low grassy 
footings of two buildings, corresponding to features recorded on the 1st edition OS map.  

 
11. Ormiscaig: Farmstead, enclosure at NG 8612 9034. At the top of the raised beach, a 

farmstead consisting of a substantial building ruin of mortared rubble, a smaller square rubble 
structure and turf enclosing dykes, corresponding to roofed structures recorded on the 1st 
edition OS map. This is on land recorded as being brought into cultivation during the 1847 
croft reorganisations and was probably built between 1847 and 1875 

 
12. Ormiscaig, Building, Well at NG 8589 9051. A standing, roofed building aligned NE-SW is 

the truncated remains of a much longer building originally extending a further 7m into the 
field to the north and visible as low rubble footings.  Two barns to the SE, one now roofless, 
are joined by a substantial drystone enclosure.  Uphill from the eastern of these two barns, at 
NG 8595 9049 is a small well or spring dug into the hill slope (Fig 12).  To the west of this 
the indistinct remains of a meandering rubble dyke meets the NE corner of the truncated 
building. This building is most likely one of the 1847 improved croft houses built during the 
major croft reorganisation by the Gairloch MacKenzies. 
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Figure 10  Site 11 

 
 

 
Figure 11  Site 12 
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Figure 12  Site 12 - well 

 
 

 
Figure 13  Site 13 

 
 

13. Mellon Charles: possible horizontal mill at NG 8531 9118. The section of the small stream 
below the road has been straightened, and at this location there appears to be a small rubble 
structure straddling the watercourse, which may be the remains of a horizontal mill. On the 
east bank there appears to be a rubble-walled building measuring 1m internally, while on the 
west bank is a section of retaining wall 4 courses high  There is no structure recorded here on 
the 1st edition OS map. (Fig 13 above) 
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Figure 14  Site 14 

 
 
14. Mellon Charles: field clearance piles. In this croft holding are a number of substantial field 

clearance piles on both sides of the central wet area. These have been revetted to allow for 
greater height and are impressive, particularly a circular pile on the high point at NG 8525 
9129 (Fig 14). This is an unusual location for field clearance, and it may have been built over 
an earlier cairn or other structure.  

 
15. Mellon Charles: site of former buildings. Two roofed buildings are recorded at this location 

on the 1st edition OS map but there is now no trace. It is most likely that these were robbed 
down to their foundations to provide building stone for the two adjacent croft houses, both of 
which post-date the 1904 2nd edition OS. The crofter to the west, father of the present 
resident, is known to have built that house and it is likely that he also built the house to the 
east and tidied the field clearance stones into the revetted piles and banks (sites 13 and 15) 

 
16. Mellon Charles: Building footings, field clearance banks. The rubble footings of a small 

rectangular building, aligned ENE-WSW are located immediately inside the croft boundary 
dyke.  To the SW of this are two massive , faced, consumption dykes which would appear to 
post-date the 1905 2nd edition OS.  The building itself may correspond to a small building 
recorded on the 1st edition map, although that is set back from the boundary dyke, It is 
possible that the boundary dyke has subsequently been rebuilt on a more southerly alignment. 
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Figure 15  Site 16:  above: rectangular building; below: consumption dykes 
 
 

17. Aultbea: possible wells at NG 8796 8917. What appears to be a former well, now infilled 
with rubble. Above it is a ditch to divert groundwater. At NG 8801 8913 is a second possible 
well, in the form of a choked damp patch surrounded by a crescent of excavated rubble. 
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Figure 16  Site 17 

 
18. Aultbea, turf and rubble dyke at NG 8801 8915. The faint line of a low dyke running NE, 

cornering at NG 8803 8916 and continuing NW. Beyond this are the faint traces of rig 
cultivation. 

 
19. Badfearn, hut circle at NG 8807 8913. On a slight knoll at the top of the slope , is the 

platform of a hut circle, slightly dug into the ground to the NE and built up to the SW. It 
measures 8-9m in diameter and appears slightly oval. A section of walling is exposed to the 
east - apparently a recent deliberate investigation. Although not recorded on the SMR or 
NMRS, this hut circle is locally known and has been visited (Jack Stevenson). The ground to 
the SW is considered to have notably rich grass and may contain midden deposits.  

 

 
Figure 17  Site 19 



Aultbea to Mellon Charles Water Main:  Archaeological Survey        October 2007 

17 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
 
One site is very likely to be adversely affected.  This is the Hut circle at Badfearn, site 19, where the 
proposed main will pass immediately to the SW, through the area which may contain midden 
deposits. It is recommended that the route be shifted north of this feature and that a watching brief be 
carried out along this section. If the route has to pass SW of the feature, then at the very least a 
watching brief should be undertaken.  Possibly more useful would be a sondage down the slope before 
work commences. 
 
The following sites are almost directly on the route of the proposed water main. Minor alterations to 
the route are recommended to protect them from damage: 
 

      12 Ormiscaig building footings and well 
      16 Mellon Charles, building footings and clearance banks 

 
The following are all linear features which will be slightly damaged. It is recommended that these 
sites be marked before work commences and ground disturbance be kept to a minimum. 
 

  3 Allt Beithe turf dykes 
  9 Culconich, dykes 
10 Culconich, Trackway 
11 Ormiscaig farmstead enclosure dyke 
18 Aultbea turf dyke 
 

Site 7 - Hut circle and field system at Tighnafiline is sufficiently distant from the proposed mains to 
be unaffected but a watching brief is advised where the route passes close by. 
 
The following sites are adjacent to but not directly on the route of the proposed works, and it is 
recommended they be marked before work commences to avoid accidental damage: 
 

  1 Allt Beithe footbridge piers 
  2 Allt Beithe building footings 
  6  Tighnafiline, building footings 
  8 Culconich building footings and enclosure 
13 Mellon Charles possible horizontal mill 
14 Mellon Charles field clearance piles 
17 Aultbea, possible wells 

 
 
The following sites, although listed in the gazetteer, will either not be affected or no further mitigation 
is recommended: 
 

  4 Drumchork field clearance piles 
  5 Birchburn old road alignments 
15  Mellon Charles, site of former, demolished croft buildings. 
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Appendix:  Index to photographs 
 

 
No. Site no. Site type Description View 
1 1 Rubble piers to footbridge On NE bank of stream From W 
2 1 Artificially straightened 

stream 
Section NW of footbridge From SE 

3 2 Building Footings crossed by deer fence From SE 
4 2 Building Footings crossed by deer fence From SE 
5 2 Building NW gable From W 
6 2 Building NW gable From NW 
7 2 Turf/rubble dyke  From NE 
8 3 Turf/rubble dyke  From NE 
9 3 Quarrying debris mounds  From W 
10 3 Quarrying debris mounds  From SW 
11 3 Quarrying debris mounds  From W 
12 3 Quarrying debris mounds  From W 
13 4 Field clearance spread  From S 
14 4 Field clearance spread  From SE 
15 6 Building footings South building, s. gable end From S 
16 6 Building footings South building From SE 
17 6 Building footings North building From N 
18 6 Building footings South building, N. gable end From NW 
19 7 Hut circle, field system Small sub-square structure, hut circle in 

background 
From SW 

20 7 Hut circle  From NE 
21 7 Hut circle Field system in background From SW 
22 11 Farmstead Buildings, centre, and turf/rubble 

enclosure dyke rising from r. of 
buildings to l. of image 

From NE 

23 12 Croft buildings Truncated croft house, low footings in 
foreground 

From NE 

24 12 Croft buildings Corner of house footings, left 
foreground, and rubble dyke 

From SW 

25 12 Croft buildings Barns, drystone enclosure. Well is 
centre right edge of image 

From E 

26 12 Croft buildings Well From SW 
27 13 Possible horizontal mill Retaining wall to left, small structure to 

right of straightened stream 
From S 

28 13 Possible horizontal mill Retaining wall to left, small structure to 
right of straightened stream 

From SW 

29 14 Field clearance piles Circular, revetted pile on hilltop From W 
30 
 

14 Field clearance piles Circular, revetted pile on hilltop From NW 

31 16 Building footings Large tree is on SW corner of building From NW 
32 16 Field clearance banks  From SE 
33 17 Possible well Crescent of excavated rubble around 

central damp patch 
From SW 

34 19 Hut circle Exposed walling in SE arc From NE 
35 19 Hut circle Green grassy feature on near horizon From NE 
36 19 Hut circle Level platform on near horizon From SW 
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Figure 18  (a) (b) (c)  Proposed route and archaeology  


