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INVENTORY OF MONUMENTS, ETC, IN COUNTY OF SUTHERLAND.

TanisH OoF KILDONAN.

316, Hill Fort, Ben Grinm Reg—Ben Griam Beg rises to a height
of 1903, and strategically comimands the approaches from the N.
and E. coasts by Strath Hailadale and Strath Helmsdale, as well as
affording a prospect over a great area of country to the W, N, and E,
To the southward the view is interrupted by Ben Griam More. The
upper part of the hill is rugged, with remains of old red sandstone in
out-cropping rock and defached slabs which have formed almndant
material for forlification, Two main lines of delence forfify the
summit. Approaching from the 8, between the 1500”7 and 16007
elevations, a solid stone wall, some 5 thick, and in places still as
much in height, runs down from the suminit at the SE., and is carried
westward along the edge of the shoulder of the hill for what appears
to be a distance of some 500 yards, terminaling at the edge of a
mossy hollow, beyond which a precipilous rocky face (Ureagan Tolaire)
forms a natural defence to the W.  Through the wall near the centre
of its course is a-gap, which has probably been an entrance. In rear
of it, to the I, in the interior, is a circular depression. The absence
of the wall across the short streteh of wet peat that fills the hollow
at the W. end is not remarkable, as there would be a diffieally in
obtaining & firm fonndation on such material. A wooden palisade
may have been used as a substitule.  To the E. of the cenlre of the
course of this wall there is a space of alout 150 yards, over which
there is an almost complete absence of sltone on the hiliside and
where only the foundation of the wall is apparent. On the slopes
below it, except ab the gap mentioned, there is a perfect uetwork of
ruined walls or piled stones enclosing irregular spaces and forming an
outer defence. At the W. end of the hill, above the mossy hollow,
and passing round towards the N., the same system of defence is
repeated, but at a higher level than on the 8. face. Between the
lower edge of this defence at its S. end and the wall along the edge
of the ghoulder, an open space 1s left, varying from 20 to 60 yards or
thereby in width. Around the mere or less level portion of the
summit, towards the W_ runs another wall, 4" to 5" thick, and at
highest some 3" high, forming an enclosure, snb-oval in outline, about
GO0 in lenpth by 2007 in breadth {O.5. measuremente). A Dbreak
in the upper wall, just below the summit on the N. side, 6" wide, seems
to have been an entrance. This wall appears to terminate to the
W. of the actual sunmit, which is a rocky peak. Beyona the peak,
some 40" distant, are visible the remains of another wall fianking the
intervening space on the E. and running for a short distance (about
50’y westward. Some 100° below this appears a netwerk of ruined
walls, from which starts the wall first described running along the
shoulder. The NE. flank of the hill is precipitous, and the N. is also
very steep. The actual top of the hill within the upper enclosure is
wind-swept and barren, with little vegetation on it. There is no
spring of water visible in the fort, but there are several on the hillside
just below it.

Lying among the ruins of the lower wall, roughly 150" below the
surarit, at the extreme E. end, is a round miil-stone of the native
sandstone, broken in halves. It is 4" in diameter, & thick, and is
pierced in the centre, with a hole & in diameter. To lessen the
amount of piercing the stone has been previously flaked towards the
centre in a circle of 1° 7" dihmeter, reducing the thickness to 27,
Neither face of the stons iz worn regularly smooth by friction, but
there are depressions across the line of its revolution. Two other
gimilar mill-stones are said te have lain on the slopes of the hill
velow the fortifications.  One of them has now been rolled to the
bottom.

Sec Ferlebrate Fauna of Suth, ete., p. 87,

O.8SM, Suri, xIvi. Visited, 18th Sept. 1009,
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High altitude scttlement on Ben Griam Beg, Sutherland

Ian Ralston® and John S Smith*

The limited celebrity of Ben Griam Bep, near Kinbrace in Sutherland (NGR NC 83§ 412),
may be derived from the fact that it is crowned by the highest known hillfort in Scotland. The
orincipal report on the site (RCAMS 191, no 316} comments briefly that the fort is accompanicd
by an exiernal seitiement, described as a ‘network of ruined walls’, whicluis in fact ol considerable
extent and complexity. Located essentialty around the [500 ft contour {456 m), this outer settle-
ment is at similar altitade to the platform settlement below the summit of Tap O Noth (Gordon)
( Discovery Exeav Scot 1981), and poses interesting problems of the relationship of high altitude
settlement to elimatic decline in Jater prehistoric Scotland. The summit of Ben Griam Beg (578-5 m)
affords wide pro=pects over the Straths of Halladale and Helmsdale, and the Orkney islands are
readily visible. )

The conical summit of this hill forms a conspicuous feature at the W end of the hill-ridge,
which is alipned approximately E-W. The upper portions of the hill are liberally covered with
seattered boulders ol conglomerate and sandstone: outerops of the former rock are common,
particularly on the E side of the hilt, where structural free faces would in themselves oflfer con-
siderable natural defence. The uppermost portion of the hilf is aligned NNW-SSE and isanarea of
aclive soil-creep forming terraceties, and severe wind deflation, an indication of the gcomorpho-
logical activity conscquent on the prevailing microclimate on the hilltop. These continuing
processes nave contributed to the warping and distortion of the alignments of the archacological
remains, which are for the most part reduced to vestigial traces of walling.

The summit itseif displays little evidence of attificial defence: the clearest indication is
offered by a detached sector of walling, consisting of a low spread stony bank, between the two
principal conglomerate tors on the SW side. The clearest enclosure lies below the summit ridge
on the W. This is the enclosure for which Feachem (1963) quotes dimensions. The interior of this
enclosure is onc extensively marked by active soil-creep terraceltes, oriented N-§, at right angles
to the slope of the ground. Regolith, displaced downslope, has built up against the drystone wall
which defines the enclosure, causing it 1o bulge or tumble cutwards. This stone wall, built of
uncvenly sized slabs of sandstone, survives to a maximum of 6-8 courses (c 1-5 m) in height for an
equivalent widtls. The volume of debris which accompanies this wall sugpests that ils original
height was not much in excess of what now survives. Remains of both the internal and the external
wall-faces are intermittently visibie. There are two entrance gaps in the N side of this wall; and
one clear and one possible example in the § face. Since there appears to be little doubt that at least
three of these entrances are original, it seems debatable whether a defensive function can be
altributed to this enclosure. Some 6 m W ol the principal entrance in the S wall, and just inside the
wall line, are the distorted remains of a hut-circle, approximately 8 m in diameter. Another possible
examy fe, marked by a vestigial arc of walling, lies against the inlerior edge of the enclosure wall,
W oof the W entrance on the N side.

The character of this enclosure, dominated on the E by the craggy summil of the hill, against
which it is backed, and stopping short of the military crest on the W, suggests that it is unlikely to
have functioned as an entity. Indeed, its W end is enveloped at a lower level by a tumbled dyke,
which encloses both the bare stony ridge of the hill and the boulder-strewn slopes to N and S.
Where best preserved, on its N and SW sides, this wall is essentially similar in characier to that of
the upper enclosure. There are no irrefutable indications of settlement within this enclosure.

* Dept of Geography, University of Aberdeen
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Approximately 45 m below the fort on its SW side is a furlher enclosure, evidently nos-
defensive. This is an irregular circle in shape. Its interior, apart from vestipgial traces of a stony bank
which can be followed hall-way across its diameter, is markedly stone-free. Immediately outside
the perimeter of this enclosurc on ils NE side are the much-disterted remains of rubble-built
rectangular enclosures, approximately {0 m across, now substantially inhlled with peat.

A third mazor dyke runs across the siope of the § of this enclosure. Tt is essertinlly sinudar m
character 1o those first described above, but does nol appear Lo be defensive as it is not related
structurally to any of the other fenpths of walling. S of, and therelore below, tns dyke is an area
of steep boulder-strewn hillside at around 460 m OD.

On closer inspection, a suite of mim-made features can be seen which are interspersed with
the naturally-tumbled slahs. The principal element of this system is a series of dykes, Tor the most
part forming sib-rectangular enclosures, the shape of wvlich s in many cases been distorted by
coil-creep and subsequent peat prowtly. TTowever, other elements incorporated into this paltern
include

(a) stone clearance heaps, primarily on the npper margins of the system,
(by connecting lengiths of frack,

{¢)  small "annexe’ enclosures, fess than 5 m across,

(d) possibie hut cireles, some seaeped into the slape.

In all, a preliminary count snpgests there may be ¢ 30 individual elements in this system, which
must cover a little lees than 1 ha. A sccond similar system was noted, again below a detached
tength of dyke, approximately 120 m E. Similarly Tocated in a loulder-stresvn area at approxi-
mately 460 m O, this comprises about 40 individual elements intimately associated with cach
ather. A third system, perhaps 250 m further E, appears principally to contain rather longer and
narrower plots, apain defined by distorted lenpths of walling,

‘These high-altitude ficld plots and scttlement teaces occur well above the.altitudinal band
(upper limit ¢ 250 m) to which the hut cirele settlements, like Kilphedir (Fairhurst & Taylor 1971),
are normally restricled en the mainland of Northern Scotland (K Sabine, pers comm). In the light
of their subsequent distortion through soil-creep, and partial submergence under peat, the
hypothesis may be advanced that the Ben Griam Beg system may predate the onsct ol less-
favourable climatic conditions in the sub-Atlantic, As such, it would predate systems such as
iilphedir, the only suite of such traces which are presently dated by isotopic means on the
Northern Mainland (Megaw & Simpson 1979, 498). In view of the similarity between the architee-
tnre of the *head-dyke” above these systems and the walls enclosing the summit area and its W spur,
the possibility of a sccond millennium ne date for the entire complex may perhaps not be
discounted.

DETERENCES

Fairhurst, IT & Taylor, I3 B 1971 *A hnt citcle settlement in Kilphedir, Suthetfand”, Pree Soc Anfig
Seor, 103 (1970-1), 65 99.
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"NC 831 412, Below the outer enclosure of the fort on Ben Griam
Beg and at an altitude of c.460m is a suite of sub-rectangular enc-
losures, stone c¢learance heaps, possible hut circles, some scarped
into the slope, small 'annexe', enclosures connecting lengths of
tracks. The interier of the fort includes at least one hut circle
and an area of active soil creep forming terracettes and active
wind deflation, an indication of the geomorphical activity consequent
on the prevealing miroclimate of the hil. top." (6)
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