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Abstract

A rapid desk-based assessment of the historic environment was undertaken on behalf of Cnoclee
Environmental Services during November 2022 as part of a proposed underground cable at Isle
Ornsay, Skye. The proposed cable ran for approximately 800m across an intertidal area with two short
stretches on dry land at either end. No previously recorded sites were present on the proposed cable
route and the potential for buried archaeological remains to be present was considered to be relatively

low.

1. Introduction

This report presents the results of a rapid historic environment desk-based assessment undertaken in
advance of a proposed underground cable at Isle Ornsay, Skye. The assessment was carried out by

Clyde Archaeology on behalf of Coclee Environmental Services during November 2022.

2. Location

The proposed underground cable runs for approximately 800m across an intertidal area at Isle Ornsay
on the east coast of Skye and is centred on NGR NG 7046 1232 (lllus. 1). In addition to the intertidal

zone two short stretches of cable are proposed on land at either end of the route.

3. Aims

The aims of the project were to:

e define the historic environment baseline for the cable route through through desk-based

research;

e determine whether any parts of the cable route had the potential to hold buried

archaeological remains;

e if required, recommend measures that could be put in place to minimise disturbance to

the historic environment during future underground cabling works.

4. Methods

All archaeological work was undertaken following relevant regulations, standards and guidelines of the
Chartered Institute for Archaeologists (CIfA) although no field survey was undertaken as part of this

assessment.
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Baseline studies for the cable route comprised desk-based research which recorded both designated
(statutory & non-statutory) and other non-designated parts of the historic environment. Designated

assets include:

o Scheduled Monuments;

° Listed Buildings;

° Conservation Areas;

° Designated Wrecks;

° World Heritage sites;

o Gardens and Designed Landscapes; and
o Historic Battlefields.

A GIS was used to collect, collate and examine the data gathered during the desk-based assessment.

Where it was possible to estimate the age of a site the date ranges corresponded to the Scottish

Archaeological Research Framework chronology:

o 12,700 BC - 4,100 BC: Prehistoric (Palaeolithic & Mesolithic)
. 4,100 BC - 2,500 BC: Prehistoric (Neolithic)

o 2,500 BC - 800 BC: Prehistoric (Chalcolithic & Bronze Age)

o 800 BC - AD 400: (Prehistoric (Iron Age)

. AD 77 - AD 211: Roman

. AD 400 - AD 1500: Medieval

o AD 1500 onwards: Modern

Desk-based Assessment

Desk-based research of the cable route included:

° Information on Scheduled Monuments, Properties in Care, Listed Buildings,
Conservation Areas, Gardens and Designed Landscapes, Historic Battlefields
and Historic Landuse available through Historic Environment Scotland’s (HES)
download facility;

° A digital extract of the local Historic Environment Record (HER), maintained by
Highland Council Service consulted through their online mapping portal.

° The National Record of the Historic Environment (NRHE), consulted through
Historic Environment Scotland’s download facility and the online PastMap and
Canmore facility;

° Relevant aerial photographs available online through the National Collection of

Clyde Archaeology, Project 121, Isle Ornsay Underground Cable historic environment desk-based assessment 5



Aerial Photography;

° Digital versions of pre-Ordnance Survey (OS) maps and the first, second and
subsequent editions of the Ordnance Survey maps held by the National Library
of Scotland.

° Readily accessible primary and secondary historical sources holding
information on the area’s history and past land use; and

° where available, relevant unpublished archaeological reports.

In addition to the cable route HES and HER databases on previously recorded sites were also
consulted for the area 0.5km beyond the underground cable route. This provided a general impression

of the historic environment within this wider area allowing the cable route to be placed in context.

Full details on each site is present in Appendix 1, Table 1 while a summary of the key findings are given
below. The location of each site is shown on lllustration 4. Each site has been allocated a unique

number for this project (Sites 1-31).

Cultural Significance & Value

Although no field survey was undertaken as part of this assessment, where possible, the value of each
site within 500m of the cable route was considered (see Appendix 1, Table 1). In the context of
national policy, it is necessary to identify and understand the cultural significance of an aspect of the
historic environment before its value can be considered. The concept of cultural significance, which is
now widely accepted, was introduced in policy statements including the Burra Charter (Australia
ICOMOS 2013).

Current national policy on the historic environment defines cultural significance as meaning ‘aesthetic,
historic, scientific or social value for past, present and future generations. Cultural significance can be
embodied in a place itself, its fabric, setting, use, associations, meanings, records, related places and related
objects’ (HES 2019a).

Assessment of significance is designed to help establish why a place or feature is considered to be
important and why it is valued. It can be a subjective exercise reflecting the moment in history when it
is written and the state of knowledge about the site at that time. This means that the assessment of
significance has the potential to change as knowledge and understanding of the site increase, as ideas

and values change or as a result of alterations to the place or feature.
The cultural significance of historic environment sites can be considered through three characteristics,

as set out in the Historic Environment Scotland’s Designation Policy and Selection Guidance for
Scheduled Monuments (2019b):
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Intrinsic: how the physical remains of a site or place contribute to our knowledge of the past e.g. its
condition; its research potential; the length and legibility of its apparent developmental sequence; its

original or subsequent functions.

Contextual: how a site or place relates to its surroundings and/or to our existing knowledge of the
past e.g. the relationship of a site or place to other, similar sites or landscapes in the vicinity; the

relationship of the site or place and its constituent parts to the wider landscape setting.

Associative: how a site or place relates to people, practices, events and/or historic and social
movements e.g. its significance in the national consciousness or to people who use or have used it; its

associations with historical, traditional or artistic characters or events.

Understanding cultural significance allows an assessment of each site's value within the overall historic
environment to be made. This value, which can derive from a range of factors, is used by Historic
Environment Scotland (HES) as part of the scheduling process (HES 2019b). For a monument to be
defined as being valued at a national level one or more of the following must be demonstrated. This

criteria can also be useful when defining the value of all sites:

° It contributes significantly to our understanding or appreciation of the past, or
has the potential to do so. It may do so in itself, or as part of a monument type,
or as a geographical group of related monuments.

° It retains structural, architectural, decorative or other physical remains to the
extent that it makes a significant contribution to our understanding or
appreciation of the past. The remains can be upstanding fabric, evidence of
buried archaeological structures and deposits, scatters of artefacts or a
combination of these.

° It is a rare example of a monument type when assessed against current
knowledge of Scotland’s history, archaeology and/or architecture, and of the
region in which the monument is found.

° It is a particularly representative example of a monument type when assessed
against knowledge of Scotland’s history, archaeology and/or architecture and of
the region in which the monument is found.

° It has research potential which could significantly contribute to our
understanding or appreciation of the past.

o It makes a significant contribution to the landscape and/or our understanding of
the historic landscape. This may include the relationship of the monument to
other monuments or natural features in the landscape, and/or the significance of

its setting in understanding the monument or the monument type.
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It has significant associations with historical, traditional, social or artistic figures,

events, movements and/or practices that are of national importance.

The following table represents levels of value and examples of designated and non-designated historic

environment sites and places.

Value Examples

National World Heritage sites; Scheduled Monuments or heritage assets of schedulable quality;
A-Listed Buildings or buildings of equivalent quality; GDLs included in Historic
Environment Scotland’s Inventory; Battlefield sites included in Historic Environment
Scotland’s Inventory; some Conservation Areas.

Regional B-Listed Buildings or buildings of equivalent quality; some Conservation Areas; Heritage
assets of valued at a regional level.

Local C-Listed Buildings or buildings of equivalent quality; heritage assets valued at a local
level.

Lesser Heritage assets with minimal or negligible value.

Unknown Heritage assets of unknown character and value; generally where not enough

information exists to assign one of the above values.

5. Background and Context

Historic Mapping

The earliest known detailed maps that exist of Scotland are those made by Timothy Pont in the 1580s

and 1590s. Unfortunately no Pont manuscripts survive for the cable route although later maps by Joan

Blaeu produced in the 17" century, which were based on Pont’s earlier work, do exist. Blaeu’s Atlas of

1654 shows the island of ‘Oransa’ with a building in the center (lllus. 2) indicating the island was

occupied in the 16" to 17" century.

Moll’s map of 1745 and Thompson's map of 1822 also depicts ‘Oransay’ but show no useful detail.

More detail is present on Ordnance Survey maps of the area from the mid-19™ century onwards.

Although no features are mapped on the route of the proposed cable an unroofed building (Site 5) and

a chapel and graveyard (Site 1) are shown north and east of the eastern end of the cable respectively

(Mus. 3).
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lllustration 2: Blaeu's Atlas of 1654 showing a building on 'Oransa’ (courtesy of the National Library of
Scotland)

Previous Survey

The Royal Commission on Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS), now HES,
compiled an inventory of sites in Outer Hebrides, Skye and the Small Isles (RCAHMS 1928). Sites
recorded during this previous survey that are located on or near to the cable route have been

incorporated into the results detailed below.
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lllustration 3: Extract of the first edition OS 25inch to the mile map surveyed 1876 showing an unroofed
building (5) and a chapel and graveyard (1) on Isle Ornsay (courtesy of the National Library of Scotland)
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Surrounding Landscape

A possible ruined medieval chapel and graveyard (Site 1, Canmore ID: 11660, HER ID: MHG5413 &
MHG31451) lie 150m to the west of the eastern end of the cable route (lllus. 3 & 4).

The remainder of the sites all relate to more modern activity and include the listed category B
Isleornsay Harbour (LB19489, Sites 2, 6, 9 & 10) and the listed category B Ornsay Lighthouse and
Keepers Cottage (LB14008, Sites 11 & 16).

Other sites in the area include several related to records of 19™ and 20" century buildings and
structures in Isleornsay and the surrounding area (Sites 3, 4, 7, 8, 12 & 13) and 15 records relating to

maritime vessels wrecked or lost at sea (Sites 17-31).

Two sites of uncertain age include a kelp grid (Site 14) and walls on the coast edge and intertidal area

(Site 15) recorded on recent aerial photography to the south of the proposed cable route.

6. Cable Route

A summary of the area immediately around the proposed cable route and site compound are given
below. No sites related to the historic environment were recorded directly on the proposed route or at

the site of the proposed compound.

Prehistoric (12,700 BC - AD 400)

No known evidence of prehistoric activity is present on or immediately next to the proposed cable

route or site compound.

Medieval (AD 400 - AD 1500)

No known evidence of prehistoric activity is present on or immediately next to the proposed cable

route or site compound.

Modern (AD 1500 onwards)

Approximately 30m to the north of the eastern end of the route lies a building marked as unroofed on
the first edition OS 6 inch and 25 inch to the mile maps surveyed in 1876 and on current mapping (Site
5, Canmore ID: 119710, HER ref: MHG27858). Remaining walls of the building are visible on modern
aerial photography which appear to show it measures some 12m north/south by 5m east/west. It is

likely the building is an 18™ to 19'" century house or farm building.

Clyde Archaeology, Project 121, Isle Ornsay Underground Cable historic environment desk-based assessment 11



Potential for buried remains

In the absence of field survey the assessment of the potential for buried archaeology to exist on the

proposed cable route was based on desk-based research and professional judgment.

The majority of the proposed route runs across the intertidal zone with a short stretch at either end on

the coast edge.

Although Mesolithic remains are known on raised beach deposits near the coast edge further south at
the Point of Sleat (Wickham-Jones & Hardy 2004) no evidence for early prehistoric activity has so far

been discovered near to the cable route.

Given no sites have been recorded on the cable route, that very few sites have been recorded close to
the cable route and that the narrow cable trench will run either through the intertidal zone or around
what current aerial photography shows as a rocky coast edge, the potential for buried archaeological

remains to be present on the cable route is considered to be low.

7. Discussion

Although Skye as a whole holds a wealth of historic environment sites from numerous time periods the
route of the proposed cable and it's immediate vicinity holds virtually no previously recorded sites that
date to earlier than AD 1500, the exception being a possible medieval chapel and graveyard (Site 1) to

the east of the cable route.

No sites were noted on the route of the underground cable with the closest site being the remains of a
likely 18" to 19*" century house or farm building, although this was located 30m away meaning it will

be well away from the cable working area.

As the new cable will be undergrounded there will be no long term negative effects on the setting of
historic environment sites while the potential for buried archaeological remains to be present on the

cable route is considered to be low.

8. Recommendations

It is recommended that a field survey of the proposed cable route be undertaken to ensure no
previously unrecorded upstanding remains are present, particularly on the open cut sections of cable
trench outwith the intertidal area, and to confirm that there is little potential for buried archaeology to
be present on the cable route. Should new sites be noted during the field survey or should the survey
result in an increased potential for buried archaeology to be present, suitable mitigation should be put

in place to minimise and offset any impact that may occur as a result of the cable undergrounding.
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