GASKBEG FARM
LAGGAN
Archaeology on an
Upland Farm

Note the changes in
settlement between
this plan and the
more ordered and
sparser settlement of
150 years later (see

Situation
Gaskbeg Farm extends over 1,000 hectares of
ground rising from an elevation of c250m by the River
Spey to a height of over 800m at the north where it
borders Glen Banchor. The farm is divided into 3
broad zones - an alluvial plain beside the river, an
area of improved land on a broad glacial terrace
above the river and an area of unimproved grazing
stretching north beyond the hill dyke.

pp4-5).

Current farming practice
The farm is currently run (in 2002) as a livestock unit
with 120 suckler cows and 370 breeding ewes. The
alluvial ground by the river and the improved ground
on the terrace above are cropped on rotation for hay
and silage. As these have been re-sown on rotation,
the only unimproved grassland is on the slopes rising
from the alluvial plain to the glacial terrace.

Historical sources
The present farm is formed from three separate
farms, first mentioned separately in 1572 as
Gasklone, Gaskbeg and Gaskmor. A 1679 rental
listed four heads of families at Gergask and seven at
Gaskmore. Roy’s Military Survey of c1750 showed
extensive rig cultivation by the river, including nine
buildings west of the burn, six east of it at Gergask

and twelve at Gaskibeg. While Roy’s
plans are generally schematic, they do give an
approximate picture of settlement here.
In the late 18th century the farm was
occupied by the local minister. His wife wrote
an account of life here, stating in 1791, ‘we hold
the farm at a very easy rent which supports a
dozen milk cows, and a couple of hundred
sheep, with a range of summer pasture on the
mountains for our young stock, horses etc.
This farm supplies us with everything absolutely
necessary; even the wool and flax which our
handmaids manufacture to clothe the children,
are our own growth’.
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Site 1. A substantial prehistoric
roundhouse some 11 metres in
diameter sits within a group of
stone clearance heaps covering
an area of c0.8 hectares.

Rabbits have dug burrows into the house
banks and some of the clearance cairns. If
the fence bisecting the field system needed
replaced, it would be better sited further to
the south. This would reduce erosion by
stock along the line of the fence and leave
this as a single landscape feature.

Looking south east to prehistoric roundhouse and field
clearance cairns at Site 1 lying mostly outside the improved
ground beyond the modern fence.
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Part of another prehistoric roundhouses marked here by
ranging rods and the remains of clearance cairns but is
much less obvious because it les within the head dyke in
improved grassland. Because the land ere has been
ploughed and reseeded, these earlier features are less well
preserved.

On a small rocky outcrop overlooking the
glacial plain are the remains of a small fort.
Dating probably to some time between 1,000
BC and 1,000 AD, it may be contemporary with
some of the roundhouse settlements below.

A general view of the late 18th/early 19th
century house and croft at Site 5.

The cottage (Site 7 on the plan) has been long
abandoned and is gradually decaying. The gable
wall has survived best because it would have been
more carefully built than the side walls. There is
evidence, in the form of a filled-in cruck-slot (not
shown here), to show that this was rebuilt from an
earlier structure.
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A group of 26 shieling mounds cover an area
of c2 ha at c650m OD. Probably abandoned in
the late 18th century when sheep farming was
introduced, they represent a system of
transhumance where stock was summered in
the hills. Previous rabbit burrowing has done
considerable damage to the shieling mounds,
though this now seems to be under control.

A roughly rectangular spread of stones 35m
by 14m on a rocky knoll marks the site of a
small fort. The lack of standing walling
suggests it was deliberately demolished.
Some rabbit damage has occurred and a
single rowan is threatening to fall over the
cliff. The tree root throw from this tree may
well
disturb
surviving
archaeological
deposits.

1901
Above the hill dyke are the low turf-covered walls of four rectangular
buildings. One of these was still roofed at the time of the 1870 OS
survey. This was probably a small croft for a shepherd or keeper and
built after the main farm was cleared in the late 18th century. The
location of this feature means that, unlike the features below the head
dyke, it is not under pressure from arable cultivation. If grazing pressure
is reduced, it may disappear under scrub or rank vegetation.
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A spread of herb-rich grassland defines an
area of former settlement including a
prehistoric roundhouse and later 17th/18th
century rig cultivation. Fragments of iron
slag exposed by cattle poaching suggest
the roundhouse was occupied at some
point in the period 600 BC- AD 700.

Adjacent to the modern fence
separating the hill ground from the inbye land are the remains of a stonefaced bank. This was the former
head dyke and was probably built in
the late 18th century when the
modern farm was laid out.

In the lower ground of the alluvial plain there
are few surviving archaeological remains.
Those that do survive, such as this 17th/18th
century longhouse, are found on rough ground
difficult to plough. A more detailed plan is
shown overleaf.
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.

A few remnants of turf walled buildings
survive on the rough ground near the
modern road. Note how the dyke has
been built across an earlier enclosure
showing a sequence of change.

Dark grey areas mark post pits of early
Neolithic house as surviving when
Excavated.

The boundary between Gask farm and Cluny Estate was marked in the 19th
century by carving letters into this large boulder on the boundary. Though the
stone still survives, it is almost completely obscured by a modern plantation
and no longer forms a significant landscape feature.
On the boundary of this property is a stone marked B
and C, separating this farm bought by Mr Baillie in
1829 from the estate of Cluny.
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The slight remains of several long house buildings, probably turf
walled on stone foundations, survive in this area because they
were sited in areas not suitable for agricultural improvement.
The rectangular hollow for this one is only just visible and it has
been shortened on one end by a modern track. Such houses
probably belonged to cottars and other farm labourers and were
sited here precisely because they were not on the best agricultural
land. Their location and situation means that they are unlikely to be
threatened by major agricultural damage. They are however
susceptible to erosion, dumping and vehicle damage. Identifying
these sites to the workers and contractors on the farm is likely to be
the best course for their preservation.

The war memorial sited here is an important local
feature, though not separately listed on the Sites and
Monuments Record. Current agri-environment rules would
make it difficult to fund repairs or access to the monument
itself. However any environmental improvements or
landscape changes such as the planting of trees must
consider the impact on the situation of this monument.

The dyke visible here could not be traced further up
the hill. To function as an effective boundary it
clearly must have done so and its original line can
only be inferred on the ground. Sustainable
management of the historic environment accepts
that there will be losses over time as new elements
are added to the landscape. As long as the old
elements are recognised and valued it is likely that
the best of them will still be preserved.

Archaeology Scotland | Suite 1a | Stuart House | Station
Road | Musselburgh | Edinburgh | EH21 7PB 0845 872 3333
info@archaeologyscotland.org.uk |
www.archaeologyscotland.org.uk
Company Registered in Scotland No. 262056 | Registered
Scottish Charity No. SC 001723

J Wordsworth 2005 revised 2011
7

Gaskbeg Farm
Case Study 2
Archaeological importance

surveyed under the now defunct Farm Ancient
Monument Survey Grant Scheme funded by Historic
Scotland. All archaeological features were protected
under the Tier 1 environmental conditions necessary
for entering the scheme. No positive management of
these sites is currently being funded.

None of the archaeological monuments on Gaskbeg
Farm have been scheduled as monuments of national
importance, though potentially the prehistoric fort and
roundhouses might be considered for such protection.
The significance of this farm is in the combination of
features that show the changing use of the land here.
The surviving remains are a small part of a complex
history of human settlement in this area. This probably
extended over at least 5000 years, though the visible
evidence perhaps only covers the last 2000 years.

Opportunities for enhancement
The control, and preferably extermination, of rabbits
was identified as a potential management priority.
Unless controlled, significant damage will continue to
occur on several monuments. Poaching by stock was a
problem on at least one site and the infill of erosion
holes (with material brought from off site) might
alleviate this problem. Future damage might be
prevented by more targeted stock control. Vehicle
erosion, particularly over the old head dyke, was having
a significant landscape impact and should be
controlled. Future reductions in stock might lead to an
increase in scrub and rank vegetation, as has already
happened on the shieling site. Appropriate muirburn
would be beneficial and might restore a species-rich
grassland. The benefits of any action will, of course,
have to be balanced between natural and cultural
heritage conservation interests and the operation of the
farm as a commercial unit. Unless positive protection is
offered, the appearance and value of this historic
landscape will deteriorate and conscious decisions
need to be taken to preserve it.

Why preserve these remains?
The remains here give a chronological depth to any
understanding as to how the land was previously
managed. They can, for example, explain variations in
the vegetation such as herb-rich grassland in more acidic
heathland. They therefore contribute to the diversity of
landscape and habitat in this area. They also have value
to the farmer giving him a sense of continuity in his land
management. The archaeological features are of intrinsic
value to the local community as part of the historic
landscape in the Laggan area. They are also of potential
value as a tourist resource and
have already been used as the focus for a series
of guided walks.

Protection work required
The majority of these features have survived because
they lie in areas outside the main area of modern
agricultural activity. Their continued protection relies on
sympathetic farming practice. The farm joined the
Cairngorm Straths ESA scheme and its archaeology was
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