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Update on archaeological survey.  26 October 2019.   Fiona Baker, Firat Archaeological Services. 

 

Two days of archaeological field survey have been carried out at Upper Cormonachan, Loch Goil during September – October 2019.  The survey 

and recording work, including advice on site management and the route for a new path is being carried out by Fiona Baker, Firat Archaeological 

Services, for Cormonachan Woodlands Association.  A further day of field survey is required to complete the mapping and recording of the ruins.  

Future archaeological work will include supervision on the felling of trees that are growing in the walls of some of the structures to ensure that the 

threat they currently pose to the survival of the structures is reduced and can be managed in the future.  Also, monitoring of the construction of a 

footpath through the settlement site to ensure no archaeological remains are damaged and the most appropriate route and construction methods are 

utilised. 

The ruins of the settlement have been badly damaged by forestry plantation and the site is an island colonised by birch and bracken in a sea of 

stumps and brash.  The new path route, which will be constructed in September 2020, approaches the site from the north, skirting around forestry 

plantation and avoiding tree stumps and expanses of brash.   

Forestry ploughing and plantation has driven right into the site and plough furrows and felled trees that were presumably too difficult to extract 

and are now overgrown and rotting make the site and immediate area quite treacherous underfoot.  A formal path will certainly make the site safer 

for visitors.  The forestry plantation and ploughing in the area between structure 4 and structure 9 has altered the hydrology on the site and this 

area is now saturated ground with standing water and deep mud.  It would not be possible to drain it without cutting through wall 8 which has 

already been damaged by forestry works and a wooden causeway walkway is the best solution for the path to cross this area. 

Further clearance of brash for c. 20m radius in all directions would aid in the accessibility, visibility, interpretation and overall setting of the site. 

Four structures, 1, 2, 4 and 9 requires mature trees growing in their walls to be reduced in height.  This should encourage the trees to direct their 

energy to top growth which can be managed by coppicing, rather than expanding their root systems.  The removal of other trees, by felling to 

stumps, will assist in interpretation of the site and prevent these trees from falling on the ruins and causing damage in the future. 

 



 

Working drawing.  Site plan of Upper Cormonachan settlement at 23 October 2019. Areas at the North (left) still need recorded, this includes the 

structure 9, enclosure 10 (shown as dotted lines), two further damaged enclosures 11 and 14, the head dyke 13 and track 15.  This work will be 

under taken in January 2020.   

The drawing below shows the route of the proposed path in red and the trees that require felling as black dots.  This was discussed on site with 

Cormonachan Woodlands Association on 23 October 2019 and amendments made to minimise impact on some parts of the site and enhance the 

visitor experience.  Path construction works are scheduled for September 2020.  



 

 Trees that require to be felled are marked as black dots.  Trees are to be felled to approximately 1m in height, no roots are to be grubbed 

out and the aim is that the trees will but their energy into top growth rather than further expansion of their root systems.  The report will 

discuss individual trees. All felling will take place under archaeological supervision. Some further trees between 4 and 9 including fallen 

ones with their root plates out of the ground should also be removed and will be highlighted on the final drawing. 

 

 



Tree Works 

Felling may take place in January / February 2020 subject to agreement between CWA and Scottish Forestry.  It will be carried out by qualified 

tree surgeons working under archaeological supervision. 

 

Structure 1 

Felling of a partially fallen tree in the W wall, felling of five trees in the E wall (12) and of young birch colonising the interior. 

 

Structure 2 

A mature three-stemmed Rowan is present against the interior of the W gable end wall and has already caused collapse of the upper courses and 

bulging of the wall.  The tree is now integral to the stability of the wall and great care will be required during the tree surgery works to ensure no 

further damage occurs to this wall.  The tree should be reduced in height to at least 50cm above the surviving wall head.  Reducing it to below the 

wall head would hasten the collapse of the wall.  This is an old tree, very large for a Rowan and the only Rowan on the site.  Considering its 

folklore associations, age, size and that it is now integral to the structure of the wall it requires surgery rather than felling.  There are a number of 

dead branches and the arboriculture work should focus on restoring its health as well as minimising the risk of it falling.  When this tree does die 

and fall it will take most of the wall with it. 

Fairly mature trees in the N and S walls are causing the drystone masonry to break apart and should be reduced to c. 1m in height. 

An immature birch in the interior at the E end should be felled to a stump. 



 

Structure 2, view to the west showing mature rowan at the W gable end wall, two trees in the N wall and birch in the interior at the E end. 



Structure 4 

The tree immediately adjacent to the S wall requires felling to approximately 1m in height and can then be managed by coppicing.  Two trees in 

the N wall have destabilised the wall and caused some collapse but the wall is still fairly sound and felling of these trees to approximately 1m so 

they can be managed by coppicing should be sufficient intervention to preserve the structural remains in the medium term.  At the E end of the 

structure is an interesting curved installation built into the corner.  This feature may be a kiln / oven or a feature associated with dairy production.  

It would be interesting to undertake limited excavations including clearing the tumbled stones obscuring the ground in front of it (no flue is visible) 

to try and determine its actual function. A fairly mature tree is growing at the S side of it and is disturbing the masonry.  This tree should be felled 

to approximately 0.5m - 1m in height. 



 

Structure 4 view to the E of the E end showing two trees in the N wall, tree growing in the installation in the interior NE corner and tree immediately 

adjacent to the exterior of the S wall. 



 

Structure 4 view to the E installation in the NE interior corner, possibly a kiln/ oven or feature associated with dairy production. 



Structure 9 

This two roomed structure is associated with animal husbandry and has a central passage way leading from the enclosure on its N side through to 

the open ground between 9 and structure 4.  The head dyke 13 appears to continue all the way along the W side forming an enclosure in this central 

area but it is very badly damaged by forestry plantation.  In the interior of 9 there is one partition wall creating a small room in the W end.  A tree 

has fallen causing considerable damage to the partition wall.  This tree should be removed completely. The root plate is out of the ground and 

vegetation has now covered the throw hole.  The damaged partition wall could be rebuilt. It is drystone construction and its restoration would 

improve interpretation of the structure and clear the path route.  This would be a light touch limited rebuilding of the drystone wall that also ensured 

its longer term preservation. The path can currently access the main part of the settlement through this passage but there are a number of stones 

impeding clear access and the fallen tree itself.  The original path route skirted around the enclosure 10 and structure 9 on the E side over boggy 

ground and accessed the site over wall 8.  However, any visitor who has made the walk to see the site would most likely divert from the path 

through the well preserved gateway into enclosure 10 and access the site through this passageway through structure 9.  If somebody has gone to 

visit a site they will wish to explore it and walk through it rather than walk around the edge.  Routing the path this way is a response to how people 

will access the site in reality and will also improve the enjoyment of the site by creating a sense of arrival at the destination. 

 

To the N of the well preserved enclosure 10 the damaged remains of two enclosures 11 and 14 are present covered in forestry plantation, fallen 

trees and brash.  The dyke 13, which is probably the head dyke and shown on the First and Second Edition OS maps has been badly damaged at 

the settlement but has survived fairly well in the standing plantation though it is currently quite inaccessible.  Further exploration is required in 

this area and a considerable amount of clearance required to make these features accessible and able to be easily interpreted by visitors.  The 

remains of a track between the enclosure 14 and the dyke 13 was also observed.   

 

Timetable 

Early January 2020 – completion of archaeological survey and preparation of first draft report with recommendations 

Late January / Early February 2020 – felling works under archaeological supervision 

March – August 2020 – update of draft report with details of felling and clearance works 

September 2020 – construction of path, archaeological supervision of section at the settlement. 

December 2020 – completion of path works and preparation of final archaeological report detailing all works. 



NB The shelter has been constructed at the beginning of the woodland walks approximately 2km from the site.  The interpretation notice board 

will be sited at the car park at the bottom of the hill at Cormonachan and not at the Upper Cormonachan archaeological site. 

  


