
 

 

Assignment in respect of UHI course: ‘Understanding and 

recording coastal archaeology’ 

This report was prepared in order to demonstrate some of the learning 

outcomes of this recent UHI course run between November 2021 and 

January 2022, in particular an understanding of the dynamics of coastal 

erosion and the impact this has on the archaeological resource in Uist. 

It seeks to bring together what we know about the mound situated at 

Ardivachar Point (Rubha Àird na Mhachrach) and incorporates both desk-

based work and two separate field visits, the second of which also 

encompassed interviews with key people from the local community 

exploring what is known locally about the mound; as well as a detailed 

examination and assessment of the mound itself. 

The report also includes some initial, basic recommendations about the 

management of the site in terms not only of the course themes but also 

with a view to a wider assessment of its value as a community and 

archaeological resource. 

It does, however, need to be caveated with the observations that I’m not 

an expert and that the contents, while honestly written, may be neither 

accurate nor true. 

 

Ardivachar’s mystery mound: 

the threat of erosion  
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Introduction 

Ardivachar 

Ardivachar (Aird A’Mhachair) – is an active crofting township located on a headland of what is 

now the north-west tip of South Uist. The community has farmed here for generations (cattle, 

sheep and machair crops) and current residents and crofters include many people with long-

standing roots. A crofting township at Ardivachar ‘comprising twenty-one roofed buildings, one 

of which is a T-shaped building, two partially roofed buildings and three unroofed buildings’1 is 

captured on the 1st edition of the Ordnance Survey 6-inch map.2 There are plenty of other sites 

of interest at Ardivachar, both as set out in official archaeological records as well as some that 

are unrecorded.3 

Ardivachar has an extensive system of drainage channels arising from the proximity of the 

bedrock (dense and heavy Lewisian gneiss4) to the surface given the relatively thin topsoil and 

the associated poor drainage – which, of course, means wet, frequently boggy ground but also 

good grass growth for livestock. 

 

The mound 

Nothing is known concretely about the mound: it has been neither assessed nor excavated and, 

indeed, it has only been ‘known’, in an archaeological context, since 2005 when it was added to 

the record as a result of the Coastal Zone Assessment Survey carried out by Hazel Moore and 

Graeme Wilson subsequent to the violent and tragic storm of that January (Moore and Wilson, 

2005: 177). Moore and Wilson’s recommendation was that it should be monitored, but their 

brief description of the site continues to provide the whole of the entry on both Canmore5 and 

the SCAPE sites-at-risk project;6 and there is no photographic record of its existence.  

It has been selected for this report partly as a result of this history and of that of the wider 

community, as well as that it provides a decent foundation in respect of the course themes. It is 

also an attractive research subject simply because little is known about it. 

 

Location and map 

The mound is located on the headland at Ardivachar, overlooking the Point, at Grid reference 

NF 74085 46198. It is around 11 metres from the edge of the rocky platform and faces a small 

reef a short way offshore. Its location is as follows, with the site being the left-hand one of the 

two indicated at the tip of the headland: 
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Source: Canmore 

 

Moore and Wilson’s full description of the site was as follows: 

A low amorphous mound, aligned north west-south east, stands on unenclosed grassland 

behind a rocky, indented shoreline. The mound measures 8m by 3m and stands up to 

0.5m high. It stands out amongst the otherwise level landscape and storm beach and may 

be of archaeological potential.7 

The site is not an obvious one and the commission they were working under was weighty and 

conducted in a very short timeframe. There are, however, a couple of interesting features 

around the site which are not included in their profile and which adds to its potential interest.  

Firstly, there is a line of stones set into the grass some 15m to the north-east (compass bearing 

of 37°) which may form part of a boundary wall (or which, alternatively, may be part of a 

structure which is nothing to do with the site – for example, boundary walls which pre-date the 

sub-division of the land into crofts); and, secondly, there is a number of grassy tussocks located 

c. 11m to the north which may indicate setting points for the sun around midsummer, or which 

may act as some other orientation markers for the site (or which, alternatively, may be just 

tussocks of grass). Assuming that both of these are deliberate and part of the site increases its 

footprint quite sizably from the pure dimensions of the mound itself. 
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Thirdly, there is the issue of what the mound was used for or what it represents. Without more 

detailed archaeological examination, this is almost completely unclear although we can suppose 

that the thin topsoil to which Ramsey and Brampton (2000) point does indicate that there is 

unlikely to be great depth to whatever may exist below the ground. However, there is an 

interesting story told locally about it which adds quite considerably to the tale that the site tells. 

 

Discussion 

Erosion at the site 

The focus on this course has been coastal erosion. There has been nothing in the last fifteen 

years to change Moore and Wilson’s assessment that the mound is not an eroding site: the 

rocky platform to the north provides a weighty buttress to the action of the sea and, while 

rising sea levels (not least as a result of the weight of Lewisian gneiss) do have an implication 

for it in the very long-term, they are not currently rising at such a rate as to pose a direct 

threat. The Gàidhlig name Aird A’Mhachair means ‘top of the machair’ and this location is likely 

to have been the furthest extent of the machair for quite some time. 

Nevertheless this is not to say that the site is free from forces of erosion: in particular, there is 

the issue of excessive amounts of rainfall amidst the rising number of extreme weather events 

(HES 2020: 15) which is likely to pose an increasing challenge to a site whose features may be 

subterranean, not least given the drainage problems which Ardivachar experiences. This is 

already clear elsewhere around Ardivachar in the soft areas away from the rocky platform. 

In addition, while Dynamic Coast reports areas of both erosion and accretion at places around 

the headland, on the headland itself and specifically at the site there is little change, as we can 

see from the following map which compares a satellite image of the headland today (on the 

right) with the OS one-inch map from 1895-1900 (on the left): 



5 Ardivachar’s mystery mound. Assignment for UHI by Calvin Allen, February 2022 

 

Source: National Library of Scotland. Black ring on the satellite image shows location of mound. 

 

In consequence of it being located 11 metres away from the edge, there is no evidence that the 

mound itself is under imminent threat except in the very long-term. There is evidence that, 

during storms, the sea comes close enough to launch a range of debris at it while erosion is 

already threatening the additional features mentioned above: the potential boundary wall; and 

the potential orientation markers. Were either indeed to be part of the story told at the site, 

their loss is much more imminent and likely to lead to a loss in its archaeological value. These 

issues are explored in the series of photographs below. 

 

Boundary wall 

The following two photographs look at the potential boundary wall which, if true, might have 

protected the mound and also served the function of setting it apart in some way. Photo 1 

shows the length of the visible stones in a line which runs north-east from this angle in the 

direction of the Point – about 6.5m in length (the 5m metal rule is at its full extent); Photo 2 

shows the scale of erosion (note the fallen stones as well as the slippage of grass). The bamboo 

pole (c. 1.2m in height) is gently pushed into the ground and is for scale. Note also that the 

wall does not flow in line with the existing croft boundary fence. There do not appear to be any 

shell or bone inclusions emerging from the eroding face; nor is there any evidence of burned 

peat ash. 

There is, however, no evidence of a similar wall to the west. 



 

Photo 1: boundary wall plus measurement tape 

 

Photo 2: erosion at edge of grassland 

 

Orientation markers 

These are a little hard to spot in Photo 3, which has been taken to demonstrate the extent of 

erosion and how close the markers are to the edge as the land erodes towards the rock 

platform. The largest is centre-left in the photo with three others stretching beyond it in a small 

arc extending towards the deeper area of erosion further back in the photo (the line of which 

indicates that it is highly fortuitous that the markers are not already lost). It may be that it is 

the wind that has sculpted these markers to look as they do and that there is no actual 

function. 

The mound itself is to the centre right of the picture and can be found between the second and 

the fourth fence posts leading to the right from the strainer. 
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Photo 3: proximity of markers and mound to eroding edge of grassland 

 

In addition to the erosion around the markers, note also the rough drainage run-off and its 

close proximity to the site. That drainage channel runs broadly north-south and connects with 

another running east-west along the existing fence line and then a third, major, channel 

running broadly north east-south west on the other side of the mound.8  

This suggests that drainage may have been put in place deliberately to skirt the mound. This, in 

turn, would indicate a community awareness that there is something of value here which ought 

not to be damaged. 

 

The mound 

Dimensions and shape 

The low profile of the mound means that it is a little hard to determine its precise 

measurements. The 1.2m bamboo poles are my best guess – placing one at the top and one at 
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the bottom and two on ether side gives a measurement of 9.1m x 3.6m, so little real difference 

in the width from the Moore and Wilson assessment. Photo 4 shows the tape measuring the 

width of the mound – note the bend in the measure, which is also a broad indicator of the 

height (the starter pole for the width measurement is, in the photo, just to the left of the much 

more visible one in the foreground): 

 

Photo 4: The mound, looking broadly south into the hinterland 

 

Where I would depart from Moore and Wilson, however, is their assessment that the shape is 

‘amorphous’. Photo 5 shows reasonably well – taken prior to putting the poles in places – that 

there is a rather definite heart, or diamond, shape to the site, when viewed from this angle, in 

terms of how the grass falls at the edges.9 The ‘point’ end is a little flatter, with the higher 

section extending beyond the dark brown discolouration10 at the centre-left of the photo. 
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Photo 5: The mound’s heart shape 

 

Other than this, note also the position of the potential orientation markers, the centre one of 

which – not the largest – lies at a compass bearing of 337° and that, when viewed from ground 

level, these would coincide with the horizon line. Finally, note that the ground looks dry, 

certainly in comparison with the area around the drainage channel visible in Photo 3. This runs 

to the west of the mound and is also visible in the photo. 

 

Towards a meaning 

If the grassy tussocks are indeed markers for orientation purposes, the most obvious 

explanation is that these mark the setting of the sun around midsummer, which unofficial 

guesstimates suggest is certainly a feasible one, and which indicates a possible function for the 

mound. 

But, nothing is otherwise known about what this. Consequently, I informally interviewed three 

groups of people about it: 
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(a) the owners of the land on which the mound sits 

(b) a representative of the local crofting committee which deals, amongst other things, with 

drainage issues in Ardivachar 

(c) a local crofter in his 70s, resident here all his life, and whose croft runs close to the site. 

None had a clear view of what the mound actually is, but the crofter had a story about it: as a 

small boy he was told that it was a memorial to a woman drowned offshore when looking for 

shellfish while her husband, posted as lookout on account of the dangerous tides, deliberately 

looked the other way as he had fallen in love with another. He further said that the incident had 

been commemorated in song. 

The South Uist version of the song A Bhean Eudach (The Jealous Woman) is set in Ardivachar;11 

and commemorates the drowning of a woman at sea off the Point while collecting dulse. This 

appears to be the song being referred to. Here, the story departs a little from the tale as related 

to me in that the woman had been drowned by the actions of a servant girl who had fallen in 

love with her husband.12 

Folklore is thus making an interesting contribution here towards interpreting and understanding 

the site – as well as in terms of building the case for action in respect of preservation. Perhaps 

it was folklore that informed, with suitable embellishments, a warning in technicolour to a small 

boy not to go into the sea there; or perhaps folklore, in having the song set at Ardivachar, was 

borrowing from an existing story inspired either by the mound or, in turn, by a real life 

tragedy.13  

Either way, what looks like the heart shape to the mound provides a thoughtful comment on its 

inspiration and, indeed, its potential function when it was built. 

 

Conclusions 

It is impossible to be definite about the conclusions since we simply do not know what the 

mound is or what it was for. Consequently, in terms of recommendations about the site, we do 

not know what we would be safeguarding against coastal erosion. This can only be known by 

some sort of excavation; this would, almost certainly, be small in scale although there are other 

sites with a better call on scare resources and which are not on the well-researched west coast.  

Laser scanning would be a lower-cost alternative, facilitating an image of what may be in the 

ground, including the potential orientation markers. It would also be far less intrusive, which 

may be an important factor in terms of the community’s relationship with the site. 
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Knowing a little more about the site would spark a consideration of the possibility of a range of 

well-designed remedial actions which should aim to incorporate the community at the heart of 

the response. Even the simple recommendations set out below to help preserve the site are 

predicated on there being something there to protect: 

1. the site needs to be better protected against livestock. It may well be worth approaching the 

owners of the land – who are well aware of the mound – to see if they would consider a small 

fence to shield the site from the west (it is already well protected to the east and to the south). 

If so, there may, as a result, be a need for ongoing maintenance of the grass covering the 

mound to ensure the shape remains as visible as it does now. 

2. existing drainage systems need to be monitored to ensure that water run-off does not 

damage the site, or that the ground does not become waterlogged as it is around the area of 

the rough drainage channel. This might already be being done, even informally, at some level. 

The drainage system may well need to be stress tested against the likelihood of damage from 

increasing amounts of rainfall arising from climate change. 

3. about the potential orientation markers and boundary wall, they are clearly subject to 

erosion, chiefly from wind and rain washing out the undersoil on the exposed face above the 

rock platform, although in stormy weather the sea is also likely to present a direct threat. It 

would appear that little can be done about either of these other than continued monitoring and 

recording in the short-term. 

Meanwhile, better publicity of the existence of the mound may bring forward more stories and 

more accounts as to its origins; and this sort of engagement is vital. Working with UCAG in this 

direction, as well as with the local crofting committee, would seem to be important first steps. 

Further research also needs to be done not least to assess the alignment of the site and the 

potential orientation markers against the setting of the midsummer sun. 

Finally, it is worth making the finally point that the loss of a mound which has a strong link to a 

well-known Gàidhlig folk song would represent real loss; and that action, at some level, is 

required. 
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Dynamic Coast 

National Library of Scotland 

Pastmap 
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Seirbhis Arc-eolas nan Eilean Siar 

Tobar an Dualchais 

 

 
1 Taken from the entry on Canmore and available at: https://canmore.org.uk/site/126032. See 
also the Seirbhis Arc-eolas nan Eilean Siar entry at: http://smr.cne-
siar.gov.uk/smr/SingleResult.aspx?uid=MWE126032. 
2 Inverness-shire, Hebrides, South Uist 1882, sheet xlviii. 
3 There is, for example, a midden of indeterminate age at the occupied house at No. 31 
comprising largely limpet shells but also fragments of bone. This may either have served the 
nearby post-medieval farmstead which is recorded as a site of interest (see the SCAPE record at 
https://scapetrust.org/sites-at-risk/site/8934); or, alternatively, dwellings on the site of No. 31 
which no longer exist. 
4 Indeed, ‘some of the oldest rocks in Britain are exposed at Ardivachar Point’ (Ramsey, D.L and 
A.H Brampton (2000): 46. It is not by accident that the copy of Magna Carta presented to the 
US government in 1976 commemorating the bicentenary of the independence of the US rests 
on a slab of polished pegmatite taken from Ardivachar Point (Archer 2019). 
5 http://canmore.org.uk/site/337433. 
6 https://scapetrust.org/sites-at-risk/site/8936. Moore and Wilson’s work was of course done on 
behalf of the SCAPE Trust. 
7 Moore and Wilson (2005): 261. 
8 There is a suggestion from the photographic evidence that this main channel was originally 
routed towards the mound; but then diverted. 
9 I had the advantage on the second visit that the grass had been heavily grazed, thus 
indicating how it shapes around the mound much more clearly. This was not at all the case on 
my first visit to the site in December. An equivalent photo from this visit is available on request. 

https://canmore.org.uk/site/126032
http://smr.cne-siar.gov.uk/smr/SingleResult.aspx?uid=MWE126032
http://smr.cne-siar.gov.uk/smr/SingleResult.aspx?uid=MWE126032
https://scapetrust.org/sites-at-risk/site/8934
https://canmore.org.uk/site/337433
https://scapetrust.org/sites-at-risk/site/8936
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10 Which is indeed a cowpat.  
11 Other islands across the Hebrides, including Eigg, Rum, Canna and Coll, also lay claim to it. 
12 https://archives.collections.ed.ac.uk/repositories/2/archival_objects/144284. You can hear a 
version of the song on Tobar an Dualchais, at: 
https://www.tobarandualchais.co.uk/track/43598?l=en; while 
https://carmichaelwatson.blogspot.com/2010/06/every-song-story-jealous-wife.html contains an 
interpretation of the story. 
13 If the song borrowed from an existing tale, but subverted the characters to reflect female-to-
female jealousy rather than the deliberately murderous actions of a male, this provides an 
interesting comment on the role of patriarchy in folk song (as well as class, in the South Uist 
version). 

https://archives.collections.ed.ac.uk/repositories/2/archival_objects/144284
https://www.tobarandualchais.co.uk/track/43598?l=en
https://carmichaelwatson.blogspot.com/2010/06/every-song-story-jealous-wife.html

